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ABSTRACT 
 
 This project investigates how religious music, invested with symbolic and cultural 
meaning, provided African Americans in border city churches with a way to negotiate 
conflict, assert individual values, and establish a collective identity in the post-
emancipation era. In order to focus on the encounter between former slaves and free 
Blacks, the dissertation examines black churches that received large numbers of southern 
migrants during and after the Civil War. Primarily a work of history, the study also 
employs insights and conceptual frameworks from other disciplines including 
anthropology and ritual studies, African American studies, aesthetic theory, and 
musicology. It is a work of historical reconstruction in the tradition of scholarship that 
some have called “lived religion.” 
 Chapter 1 introduces the dissertation topic and explains how it contributes to 
scholarship. Chapter 2 examines social and religious conditions African Americans faced 
 ix 
in Baltimore, MD, Philadelphia, PA, and Washington, DC to show why the Black Church 
played a key role in African Americans’ adjustment to post-emancipation life. Chapter 3 
compares religious slave music and free black church music to identify differences and 
continuities between them, as well as their functions in religious settings. Chapters 4, 5, 
and 6 present case studies on Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church (Baltimore), 
Zoar Methodist Episcopal Church (Philadelphia), and St. Luke’s Protestant Episcopal 
Church (Washington, DC), respectively. Informed by fresh archival materials, the 
dissertation shows how each congregation used its musical life to uphold values like 
education and community, to come to terms with a shared experience, and to confront or 
avert authority when cultural priorities were threatened. By arguing over musical choices 
or performance practices, or agreeing on mutually appealing musical forms like the 
gospel songs of the Sunday school movement, African Americans forged lively faith 
communities and distinctive cultures in otherwise adverse environments. 
 The study concludes that religious music was a crucial form of African American 
discourse and expression in the post-emancipation era. In the Black Church, it nurtured 
an atmosphere of exchange, gave structure and voice to conflict, helped create a public 
sphere, and upheld the values of black people.
 1 
CHAPTER ONE 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 
Music as a Bridge to Cultural Understanding 
 Music has voiced the spiritual imagination and serviced the religious objectives of 
African Americans ever since the first Africans encountered Christianity in the United 
States. In the process of creating and dancing spirituals, slaves embraced Jesus as friend 
and fellow sufferer. African religious traditions, rhythms and tunes mingled with western 
European hymnody and camp meeting fervor to express the burden and hope of a people 
oppressed. Free Blacks seized the right to build worship spaces, publish hymnbooks, 
form choirs, and purchase organs in order to fashion aesthetic atmospheres that reflected 
their “freedom in Christ” and enfolded a struggling community. As they formed and 
embraced these symbols of freedom and humanity, they uniquely performed and nuanced 
the musical genre that would one day birth gospel music. “For an African people,” Melva 
Costen explains, “music is not merely a means of expressing feelings. It [music] evokes 
the reciprocal activity of imagination and understanding of the soul.”1 Like a 
kaleidoscope, African American religious music is an image made up from many 
different pigments, colors and fragments of experience. Each shift and turn of that 
experience morphs black music into something new and expressive, while nevertheless 
retaining echoes of previous traditions and an African heritage. Sociologist Perry Hall 
                                                
1 Melva Wilson Costen, African American Christian Worship (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1993), 
44. 
 
2 
describes this phenomenon, saying, “Music is the ethereal medium through which 
African influenced sensibilities flow, the framework that supports the structure, the 
mortar that holds it tight, the palpable substance that makes it real, the extra-corporeal 
soul that gives it life. . . . music has been essential in interpreting the experiences of 
blacks.”1 More than an art form, African American religious music tells the story of a 
people’s struggle for dignity, self-consciousness, and liberation. 
 Making music was a way for slaves and free Blacks to talk about their 
experiences and actively engage with life’s circumstances. Jon Michael Spencer coined 
the term theomusicology to explain music’s ability to show “how particular peoples 
perceive the universal mysteries that circumscribe their mortal existence and how the 
ethics, theologies, and mythologies to which they subscribe shape their worlds and the 
world.”2 This definition sets religious music up as an interpretive tool that can provide 
historians with a means for gaining deeper access into the beliefs and experiences of past 
lives, assuming as David Hall has said, “behavior cannot be understood apart from 
meaning.”3 As African American religious music was created, it expressed the thoughts 
and feelings of those creating it, often as the thought or feeling was being formed. 
Frederick Douglass described the music making of the slaves he lived with saying: 
                                                
1 Perry A. Hall, In the Vineyard: Working in African American Studies (Knoxville: University of 
Tennessee Press, 1999), 144-145. 
 
2 Jon Michael Spencer, Theological Music: Introduction to Theomusicology (New York, Westport, 
Connecticut and London: Greenwood Press, 1991), xi. 
 
3 David D. Hall, ed., Lived Religion in America: Toward a History of Practice (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1997), ix. 
 
3 
they would make the dense old woods, for miles around, reverberate with their 
wild songs, revealing at once the highest joy and deepest sadness. They would 
compose and sing as they went along, consulting neither time nor tune. The 
thought came up, came out—if not in the word, in the sound; —and as frequently 
in the one as in the other.4  
 
The religious music of past African Americans was interconnected with thought and 
feeling—reflecting, shifting, and diffusing sound images to mirror experience. African 
Americans used music to transform Christianity into something meaningful to their 
survival and self-determination. Black music can be used as an interpretive tool, or 
“historical document,” for better understanding black experience.  
 
The Blending of Cultures 
 When civil war broke out in the United States, there were two groups of African 
Americans who would be deeply influenced by its outcome—those who were free and 
those who were slaves. Neither group was in a prosperous state before the war. Some 
were human chattel, and those who were not were restricted by racism in nearly every 
aspect of human life. After emancipation these two groups would merge in border cities 
as the new freedmen and freedwomen migrated northward. As a general rule, they were 
different culturally. The majority of free Blacks lived in cities prior to emancipation, and 
former slaves were quite often from rural areas. They were different too by means of 
education, experience, freedom of movement, and the acquisition of resources. Free 
Blacks in border cities established churches and schools for their communities; when 
                                                
4 Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave, Written by 
Himself, ed. Benjamin Quarles (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1960), 36. 
 
4 
migrants from the south came on the scene they were welcomed into these small, 
struggling social spaces. The church, above all, became the meeting place of border city 
Blacks. As such, churches were where the social and religious concerns of African 
Americans manifested. 
 Emancipation ushered in enormous problems for African Americans who, 
although liberated, were given very few resources to make their transition into free life. 
For the most part, the only people that cared much about their condition on any enduring 
kind of level were other African Americans. In church the two groups met to worship, 
talk and strategize. As would be expected, they sometimes met with different ideas, 
cultural expressions, and agendas. With society’s deck stacked against them, their only 
hope for advancement was in unity and a collective purpose. Black churches provided a 
platform for public discussion, as well as religious language and symbols through which 
Blacks negotiated new meanings and corporate identities. Religious music was a crucial 
form of discourse and expression for African Americans in the post-emancipation era, 
and as such, helped to facilitate the blending of group goals. 
 
The Meaning Behind Black Religious Music 
 
 Often African Americans attributed their spiritual wellbeing to the presence of 
music. Charlotte Brooks, a slave in Virginia and Louisiana recalled, “I finally got 
religion, and it was Aunt Jane’s praying and singing them old Virginia hymns that helped 
me so much.”5 Music and the creation of music allowed African Americans to connect with 
                                                
5 Octavia V. Rogers Albert, The House of Bondage, or, Charlotte Brooks and Other Slaves, 
Original and Life Like, as They Appeared in Their Old Plantation and City Slave Life; Together with Pen-
5 
their inner spirit, sense and communicate with a Divine presence, and find comfort and 
strength for their souls. Josephine Henderson Heard, an educated free black woman who 
was born to slave parents, expressed music’s ability to blend with spiritual belief to lift 
her burdened soul when she wrote the poem Music: 
O, wondrous depth to which my soul is stirr’d, 
By some low tone, some softly breathed word— 
Some thrill or cadence sweet which fills my heart, 
My inmost powers wake, and thrill and start. 
My bosom seems too narrow a confine, 
For such a power, dear music as thine. 
 
E’en when my heart is wrapt in sorrow’s night, 
Mine eyes of clay are clos’d, but heavenly light 
Doth shine into the desert of my soul, 
And billows of sweet music o’er me roll. 
 
For Heard, the result was a “prompted song, the world should join” in shouting “to the 
King.”6 Religion, described by James Cone as that which is “wrought out of the 
experience of the people who encounter the divine in the midst of historical realities,” 
gave hope and meaning to African Americans who were oppressed and denied 
personhood.7 Music was frequently the channel through which spiritual and liberating 
inspiration flowed. 
                                                                                                                                            
Pictures of the Peculiar Institution, with Sights and Insights into Their New Relations as Freedmen, 
Freemen, and Citizens (New York: Hunt & Eaton, 1890), 12, Documenting the American South, University 
Library, The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2000, 
http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/albert/menu.html (accessed January 22, 2009). 
 
6 Josephine Delphine Henderson Heard, Morning Glories (Philadelphia, 1890), 67, Digital 
Schomburg African American Women Writers of the 19th Century, The New York Public Library, 1997, 
http://digilib.nypl.org/dynaweb/digs/wwm9710/ (accessed January 22, 2009). 
 
7 James H. Cone, The Spirituals and the Blues (New York: Seabury Press, 1972, repr., Maryknoll, 
New York: Orbis Books, 1991), 28. 
 
6 
 Slaves and nineteenth-century urban free Blacks used religious music to distance 
themselves from oppressive surroundings and create a sense of emotional privacy. As 
Howard Thurman put it, songs like “Steal away to Jesus” “made for detachment from the 
environment so that [African Americans] could live in the midst of the traffic of their 
situation with the independence of solitude.”8 When African Americans made music and 
performed it in their own way, they formed a barrier against the intrusions of a 
dehumanizing system and society. In doing so, they developed their sense of self-worth 
and built confidence in their own expectations of freedom. Douglass remembered that 
slaves “would sing, as a chorus, to words which to many would seem unmeaning jargon, 
but which nevertheless, were full of meaning to themselves . . . every tone was a 
testimony against slavery and a prayer to God for deliverance from chains.”9 Making 
music was something African Americans controlled, and by secluding themselves to sing 
they exercised independence and nurtured their inward health. Former slave Emily Dixon 
described the feeling she had when “on Sundays us would get together in the woods and 
have worship. Us could go to the white folks’ church but us wanted to go where we could 
sing all the way through and hum ‘long and shout. You all know, just turn loose like.”10 
So often this sense of independence associated with worship and song was what 
prompted free Blacks to abandon white churches and start their own. When the African 
                                                
8 Howard Thurman, The Negro Spiritual Speaks of Life and Death (New York: Harper, 1947), 42. 
 
9 Douglass, Life of An American Slave, 36-37. 
 
10 Andrew Waters, ed., Prayin’ to Be Set Free: Personal Accounts of Slavery in Mississippi 
(Winston-Salem: John F. Blair, 2002), 95. 
 
7 
American members of Ebenezer ME Church in Washington, DC were “crowded out” of 
the “Mother Church” because their “musical voices” up in the galleries “greatly increased 
the volume of praise,” they left and “found a place of worship for themselves.”11 Through 
confident musical expressions they stood in bold opposition to racism. Eventually, they 
acted on the autonomy they felt during times of worship. 
 The connection between African American music and African American religion 
is especially relevant when one understands that the African American religious world is 
not a dichotomous one, but rather a unified world where the secular and the sacred are 
mixed and often interchanged. As LeRoi Jones has stated, “It was, and is, inconceivable 
in the African culture to make a separation between music, dancing, song, the artifact, 
and [one’s] life or [one’s] worship of [one’s] gods. Expression issued from life, and was 
beauty.”12 The kaleidoscopic musical world created by African Americans comfortably 
juxtaposes the angst of oppression with the hope of future liberation and spiritual glory—
life and faith interface. J. Miller M’Kim, a white abolitionist from Philadelphia visiting 
the free men and women in the Sea Islands of South Carolina in 1862, noticed, 
When the negroes begin to row, they at the same time begin to sing. All their 
songs are in the minor key. If one chances to begin in the major, it quickly 
saddens and passes into the minor. Their songs are all religious, barcaroles 
[boating songs] and all. I speak without exception. So far as I heard or was told of 
their singing, it was all religious. None of their songs express mirth or present joy. 
The only joy expressed or implied is that of hope. “Rest at last,” was their general 
                                                
11 “One Hundredth Anniversary of Ebenezer, History of the Church,” ca. 1927, Ebenezer United 
Methodist Church Records, 1865-1980. 
 
12 LeRoi Jones, Blues People (New York: W. Morrow, 1963), 29. 
 
8 
burthen [burden]; “Heaven is my home;” “Have a little patience;” “God will 
deliver”—these and the like were the refrains of all their ballads.13 
 
M’Kim, though an outsider, was keen enough to discern that the African American songs 
he heard “tell the whole story of these people’s life and character. There is no need, after 
hearing them, to inquire into the history of the slave’s treatment.”14 Daily work inspired 
religious music because to nineteenth-century African Americans, belief in God’s 
strength and deliverance related to all of life—a life of toil, hardship and the tyranny of 
whites. In music, spirituality and reality were melded together. Cone explains, “in Africa 
and America, black music was not an artistic creation for its own sake; it was directly 
related to daily life, work and play. Song was an expression of the community’s view of 
the world and its existence.” Further, he calls black music “the form that made it 
impossible for black slaves to accept a religion that negated their being as defined by 
their African heritage” asserting that in black music, specifically the spirituals, African 
Americans “combined the memory of their fathers with the Christian gospel and created a 
style of existence that participated in their liberation.”15 Prince Rivers explained how the 
African Americans he worshiped with during his days as a slave used spiritual gatherings 
and music to address the realities of daily existence: 
                                                
13 J. Miller M’Kim, The Freedmen of South Carolina. An Address Delivered by J. Miller M’Kim, 
in Sansom Hall, July 9th, 1862. Together With a Letter From the Same to Stephen Colwell, Esq., Chairman 
of the Port Royal Relief Committee, to Stephen Colwell, Esq., Chairman of the Port Royal Relief Committee 
(Philadelphia: Willis P. Hazard, 1862), 11. 
 
14 Ibid., 13. 
 
15 Cone, The Spirituals and the Blues, 30. 
 
9 
My master call me up, and order me a short peck of corn and a hundred lash. My 
friends see it, and is sorry for me. When dey come to de praise-meeting dat night 
dey sing about it. Some’s very good singers and know how’ and dey work it in—
work it in, you know, till they get it right’ and dat’s de way.16 
 
It was music and music making within a religious context that allowed Rivers and his 
community to draw together and speak to the suffering of slavery.  
 In nineteenth-century urban black churches, music served social and economic 
purposes as well as spiritual ones. If music making could fill a practical need such as 
raising money or drawing people to the church, it was religiously meaningful. The 
District Conference of the New England African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church put 
it simply when they reported, 
The modern song services in our Church, have the good effect of drawing the 
young to our social meetings, and in order to hold and interest them in church 
work, many of the Pastors have wisely organized them, some in Christian 
Endeavor, some in Epworth Leagues, some in Cadets and some in Musical 
Classes.17 
 
For nineteenth-century African Americans, whether slaves on a plantation or free Blacks 
in established churches, music was the form of expression that connected spirituality and 
reality into a meaningful whole.  
 
1862-1890: A Period of Rapid Change in Black Identity Construction 
 Religious music continued to be a purposeful expression of faith and life for 
African Americans in border city churches after emancipation. As they faced the taxing 
                                                
16 M’Kim, The Freedmen of South Carolina, 12. 
 
17 Minutes of the Forty-Third Session of the New England Annual Conference of the African 
Methodist Episcopal Church, 1894 (Boston: African Methodist Episcopal Church, 1894), 28, Hay Rider 
Collection, Brown University Library, Providence, RI. 
10
 
and humiliating realities of black urban existence, music flowed as sustaining mental and 
spiritual lifeblood through the veins of black religious communities. As a carrier of 
religious and emotional symbols, it sparked controversy and reflected deeply held values. 
The period following emancipation was one of great instability, change, and fear for 
African Americans. Yet, at the same time it enlivened optimism and spurred African 
Americans to maximize their strength and talent. Black religious music was malleable 
and active, capable of adapting to changes of feeling or ideas, and as such, was used to 
work out problems and exercise creative thinking. These qualities make it a valuable 
resource not only for exploring the social and historical realities of African Americans, 
but also the underlying meanings that shaped their lives and motivated their actions. 
 Despite the significance of music as a primary form of religious communication 
in this formative and defining era in African American history and cultural development, 
it has been given relatively little focus by scholars of history, religion, and black culture. 
Much has been said about the cultural impact southern migrants made on mainline black 
churches during the “Great Migration” of the twentieth century and the effect this 
encounter had on the development of gospel music.18 Wallace D. Best, in his work on 
                                                
18 For instance, Eric Arnesen, Black Protest and the Great Migration: A Brief History with 
Documents (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2003); Farah Jasmine Griffin, “Who Set You Flowin?” The 
African-American Migration Narrative (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995); Alfredteen Harrison, 
ed., Black Exodus: The Great Migration from the American South (Jackson: University Press of 
Mississippi, 1991); Kenneth L. Kusmer, ed. From Reconstruction to the Great Migration, 1877-1917, vol. 
4 of Black Communities and Urban Development in America, 1720-1990 (New York: Garland Publishing, 
Inc., 1991); Nicholas Lemann, The Promised Land: The Great Black Migration and How It Changed 
America (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1991); Carole Marks, Farewell, We’re Good and Gone: The 
Great Black Migration (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1989); Milton C. Sernett, Bound for the 
Promised Land: African American Religion and the Great Migration (Durham: Duke University Press, 
1997); Wallace D. Best,  Passionately Human, No Less Divine: Religion and Culture in Black Chicago, 
1915-1952 (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2005). 
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black religion and culture in Chicago after 1915, has gone so far as to say that through 
“cultural dominance,” lower- and working-class southern migrants managed to displace 
existing class categories in black communities after their arrival.19 This project 
undergirds the work of such scholars first by enriching its historical context, and 
secondly, by clarifying how, and to what degree, issues of class, gender, and power were 
imbedded in black church identities before the twentieth century. This study suggests that 
by agreeing on religious and cultural expressions like the gospel hymnody of the Sunday 
school movement, nineteenth-century African Americans were able to negotiate a shared 
cultural identity and minimize class boundaries. 
 Much scholarship has been devoted to religious slave music, which in turn has 
been used to interpret slave experience.20 This thesis builds on this scholarly tradition by 
drawing on theoretical frameworks used by the scholars of such work and extending them 
into the post-emancipation era. For example, Lawrence W. Levine’s conclusion that the 
“mere fact of similarities” between white and black music should not “deter us from 
attempting to comprehend the cultural dynamics of slave music,” is equally relevant 
when examining the religious music of nineteenth-century black churchgoers.21 His 
                                                
19 Best, Passionately Human, No Less Divine, 9. 
 
20 Cone, The Spirituals and the Blues; Thurman, The Negro Spiritual Speaks of Life and Death; 
Jon Michael Spencer, Protest & Praise: Sacred Music of Black Religion (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
1990); Sterling Stuckey, Slave Culture: Nationalist Theory & the Foundations of Black America (New 
York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987); Albert J. Raboteau, Slave Religion: The “Invisible 
Institution” in the Antebellum South (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1980). 
 
21 Lawrence Levine, “Slave Songs and Slave Consciousness,” in African American Religion: 
Interpretive Essays in History and Culture, ed. Timothy E. Fulop and Albert J. Raboteau (New York and 
London: Routledge, 1997), 62. 
 
12
 
assertion that the slave’s tendency to sing of herself as a chosen person—“a child of 
God”—is significant because it gives “insight into the kinds of barriers the slaves had 
available to them against the internalization of the stereotyped images their masters 
held,” holds true for post-emancipation Blacks who used religious music to bolster their 
confidence in a world fraught with racism and degradation.22 By drawing on these and 
other helpful constructs, this project places nineteenth-century black church music on the 
continuum between religious slave music and twentieth-century black gospel music. In so 
doing, it closes a significant gap in the study of African American religious music and 
advances important methodologies for interpreting African American experience. 
 This study is unique in that it lends greater insight into how former slaves and 
those who were free before the war struggled together in church to define a shared 
identity apart from a white understanding of spirituality and notions of achievement. 
Using religious music to unearth layers of negotiated meaning, it rounds out the familiar 
tropes of nineteenth-century black elites who zealously worked to shape mainstream and 
race thinking about black identity by reclaiming voices of dissent.23 This study expands 
on existing historical work on the Black Church by demonstrating how structures of 
power and locations of conflict found in various denominations were either helpful to 
                                                
22 Ibid., 69. 
 
23 W. E. B. Du Bois, The Negro Church. Report of a Social Study Made under the Direction of 
Atlanta University; Together with the Proceedings of the Eighth Conference for the Study of the Negro 
Problems, Held at Atlanta University, May 26th, 1903 (Atlanta: Atlanta University Press, 1903), 
Documenting the American South, University Library, The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 
2001, http://docsouth.unc.edu/church/negrochurch/dubois.html (accessed January 29, 2009); Daniel 
Alexander Payne, History of the African Methodist Episcopal Church (Nashville: Publishing House of the 
A. M. E.  Sunday-School Union, 1891, repr., New York: Arno Press, 1969); Joseph Willson, The Elite of 
Our People: Joseph Willson's Sketches of Black Upper-Class Life in Antebellum Philadelphia, ed. Julie 
Winch (Philadelphia: 1841, repr., University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2000). 
13
 
cultural negotiation or harmful to it.24 It also brings sharper focus to how those under 
ecclesiastical authority, especially women, suffered increasing levels of discrimination as 
the Black Church adopted more of the wider society’s values related to class and gender. 
This project advances the study of American religion, and specifically African 
American religion, in the post-emancipation era through its investigation of the African 
American religious environments in Baltimore,25 Philadelphia,26 and Washington, DC in 
that period.27 It broadens the context for understanding how African American churches 
developed and interacted with their white counterparts as well as inter-denominationally 
within the black community. Most importantly, it brings forward African American 
voices through its case study format. By doing so, it illuminates the interests and 
ambitions of African American communities as expressed through musical conflicts or 
priorities and validates post-emancipation black religious life in border cities as a genuine 
expression of black experience. Seeing African American religious communities in 
border cities as in a state of flux following the Civil War and leading up to the twentieth 
                                                
24 E. Franklin Frazier, The Negro Church in America (New York: Schocken Books, 1963); Henry 
Mitchell, Black Church Beginnings: The Long-Hidden Realities of the First Years (Grand Rapids: W. B. 
Eerdmans Publishing, 2004); C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence H. Mamiya, The Black Church in the African 
American Experience (Durham: Duke University Press, 1990). 
 
25 James M. Wright, The Free Negro in Maryland: 1634-1860 (New York: Columbia University, 
1921); Richard C. Wade, Slavery in the Cities: The South, 1820-1860 (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1964); Terry D. Bilhartz, Urban Religion and the Second Great Awakening: Church and Society in Early 
National Baltimore (Cranbury: Associated University Presses, 1986). 
 
26 W. E. B. Du Bois, The Philadelphia Negro: A Social Study. With a New Introduction by Elijah 
Anderson, Together with a Special Report on Domestic Service by Isabel Eaton (Philadelphia: University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 1899, repr., Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996); Willson, The 
Elite of Our People; Robert Gregg, Sparks from the Anvil of Oppression: Philadelphia's African Methodists 
and Southern Migrants, 1890-1940 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1993). 
 
27 Gatewood, Aristocrats of Color; Wade, Slavery in the Cities. 
14
 
century, this study demonstrates that music as part of a religious and aesthetic milieu 
served to negotiate deep symbolic and cultural meanings as African American worship, 
especially that of former slaves, increasingly transitioned from an “invisible institution” 
to a formalized structure. 
This thesis is primarily a work of history, drawing as it does on fresh archival 
material from the border cities of Baltimore, Philadelphia, and Washington, DC.28 The 
thesis also seeks to employ insights and conceptual frameworks from other disciplines 
including anthropology and ritual studies, African American studies, aesthetic theory, and 
musicology. The aim has been to bring to life musical traditions and social interactions in 
African American communities during the post-emancipation era using a broad range of 
approaches rather than a slavish adherence to a particular theoretical or methodological 
construction. In that sense, this is a work predominantly of historical reconstruction in the 
tradition of scholarship that some have called “lived religion.” 
 
Musical Encounters in Border City Churches 
 Taking a case study format, this work presents a variety of situations and locales 
in order to suggest some of the ways religious music can be used to probe deeper social 
and religious issues. Sticking strictly to the confines of “border cities” serves two 
purposes. First, it provides boundaries for a potentially endless scope of research. 
Secondly, it emphasizes the contrast and uniqueness that exists in each black church’s 
history, even those that seem similar or that emerged from similar circumstances. Close 
                                                
28 For the purpose of this study, “border cities” refers to eastern cities in the United States that are 
close to the Mason-Dixon line. 
15
 
examination of religious and social conditions in Baltimore, Philadelphia, and 
Washington, DC highlight the dramatic effect migration had on black communities in 
border cities.  
 Chapter 2 sets the tone for the rest of the study by depicting the social conditions 
African Americans faced in three border cities during emancipation, Reconstruction and 
the post-Reconstruction era. It considers the limited employment, housing and 
educational opportunities African Americans had and the impact this had on health 
conditions and family stability. The chapter details the migration trends of Baltimore, 
Philadelphia, and Washington, DC and discusses how the exorbitant black population 
growth of these cities impacted their black communities. It gives an overview of the role 
African American churches played amidst these social conditions and highlights four 
ways the church aided African Americans in adjusting to urban conditions after the war. 
 Chapter 3 explores the character and function of religious slave music and urban 
free black church music in order to demonstrate both differences and continuities 
between the two musical styles. When migrants joined pre-existing black churches they 
typically encountered different musical forms and structures than they had known 
previously. Depending on what city they lived in and what congregation they joined, their 
own musical expressions were incorporated into the musical life of the church to varying 
degrees. Both styles of music held symbolic meaning and served the purposes of those 
performing it. Understanding how black people worshiped through music is an important 
framework for conceptualizing cultural issues that were at stake in border city churches 
during and after migration as former members and new members united under one roof.  
16
 
 Chapter 4 tells the story of Bethel AME church in Baltimore in the 1870s. During 
these years Bethel’s ministers cracked down on practices they saw as “heathenish” and 
“degraded.” Together with other black Methodist ministers in the city they agreed to pass 
a series of resolutions prohibiting the demonstrative, noisy worship of the city’s 
Methodist “singing and praying bands.” These bands, under the direction of various lay 
leaders, were an African American variation of the traditional Methodist class meeting. In 
band meetings, members sang and prayed loudly and late into the night. By securing the 
support of the church stewards (most of whom were band leaders), and passing official 
church rules, they were eventually able to minimize Africanized worship at official 
church meetings and services, though Bethel’s members subverted authority and 
managed to continue their practices in religious settings away from the eyes of their 
ministers. 
 Chapter 5 draws heavily on a souvenir program from a Sabbath school celebration 
at Zoar Methodist Episcopal (ME) church in Philadelphia in 1870 to illustrate how music 
and education were coupled in black churches. This chapter emphasizes the value former 
slaves as well as the formerly free placed on education, but at the same time teases out 
the different motivations they may have had for learning. Delving into notions of 
“progress” and “civilization” held by ministerial leaders and would-be reformers in 
Philadelphia, it addresses the Black Church’s reconfiguration of “uplift” ideology and 
explores how this led to the shaping of early nationalist thinking. 
 Chapter 6 isolates a conflict that occurred between leaders at St. Luke’s Protestant 
Episcopal (PE) church in Washington, DC in 1882 in which a musical disagreement acted 
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as a tipping point. Using Victor Turner’s anthropological model of “social drama,” the 
chapter explores how various factions attempted to use power, money and ritual to define 
a congregational identity based on their values. Key to the eruption of conflict was the 
long-awaited move to a new church building. How music would be used to sacralize the 
new space was an issue of intense disagreement. The means by which key figures argued 
and assumed power are used to talk about how African Americans in Washington, DC 
negotiated their values and goals for the race.  
 Chapter 7 brings the three case studies together to draw some general conclusions 
about black religious life after emancipation. It addresses how the religious music of 
southern black migrants was transformed or re-imagined through the encounter with pre-
existing black churches in border cities and takes note of several identifiable shifts. 
Additionally, it conceptualizes some significant themes in the development of African 
American church life after emancipation and talks about how African Americans used the 
public sphere of the church to address issues of importance to them. Styles and locations 
of conflict, denominational tendencies and the emergence of charismatic male leaders 
provide a telling look into African American church life in the last third of the nineteenth 
century. 
 The overall purpose of this project is to demonstrate how African Americans used 
religious music to negotiate a collective identity during a period of extreme hardship, 
change and instability. When migrants joined existing free black churches, they did not 
exchange their cultural identity for a new one. Rather, they navigated denominational 
structures and styles, adeptly working within and around the ideals and traditions of their 
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formerly free peers, to preserve cultural identity and make use of new forms they found 
appealing. When language, money or voting obstructed communication, music stepped 
in. Through music and music making individuals asserted their voices and confronted or 
averted the powerful. Because of its symbolic representation of deeply held emotions and 
values, music had the power to stir or address multiple layers of meaning. In border city 
black churches, music inspired conflict, creative solutions, and ultimately, a 
reconciliation of values and identity. 
 The case studies in this thesis are by no means entirely representative of how 
black religious life worked in the post-emancipation era. If anything they suggest 
differences between African American congregations as much as similarities. While 
attempt has been made to present a variety of denominational traditions and 
demographics, many more could be presented and would undoubtedly lend greater 
insight into the religious lives of past African Americans. Hopefully, this work proves 
that meaningful research can be done on more than a handful of historic black churches 
and that that work makes an important contribution to the narrative of black experience in 
America. More than mere imitations of white structures and ideals, black churches were 
the reflection and making of black people. Their religious music sang of struggle, 
humanity, and a shared identity. 
  
PART I 
BACKGROUND
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CHAPTER TWO 
AFRICAN AMERICAN SOCIAL, ECONOMIC, AND RELIGIOUS CONDITIONS  
IN BORDER CITIES AFTER EMANCIPATION 
 
 
Figure 1. “Colored Emigrants Seeking Homes in the North,” Harper’s Weekly, August 3, 1867. 
Courtesy Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, New York Public Library, New York. 
 
 
Conditions Facing Free Blacks in Border Cities in the Antebellum Period 
 In the Industrial era, free Blacks migrated to urban centers in hope of opportunity; 
there they found inadequate housing, fierce competition for menial jobs, and social 
limitations that were often more restrictive than legal ones. Eastern seaboard cities held 
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the same appeal for African Americans as for white Americans and the many immigrants 
flocking to America from various European countries in search of work in newly 
developing industries. Unfortunately, as cities grew and jobs were filled, the last to be 
offered work or housing were free black Americans. In the period leading up to 1860, 
free Blacks were the poorest inhabitants of border cities, often dwelling in alleys and 
wooden huts shared by one or two families. In 1847, one visitor describing a Philadelphia 
slum where free Blacks lived called their six-foot square rough wooden dwellings, 
“desolate pens.” The buildings’ roofs were “leaky, and their floors so low, that more or 
less water comes in on them from the yard in rainy weather.” Under these conditions, he 
remarked, they “would not give comfortable winter accommodation to a cow.”1 In 
Washington, DC, laws required free Blacks to pay the mayor $50 for each member of his 
family and to “secure a bond for $1000, which had to be renewed every year, that he 
would maintain good behavior and not become a public charge on the community and 
this bond required five white guarantors.” Often these papers were stolen and destroyed 
and “freedmen were kidnapped and sold to the South.”2 Daniel Payne, an AME pastor 
stationed in Washington, DC in 1843 complained, “Before I could enter fully and freely 
upon my work as a Christian minister I had to comply with a barbarous law of the 
District of Columbia, and give a bond of one thousand dollars to secure my ‘good 
                                                
1 Leonard P. Curry, The Free Black in Urban America: The Shadow of the Dream (Chicago and 
London: University of Chicago Press, 1981), 52. 
 
2 James H. Whyte, The Uncivil War: Washington During the Reconstruction (New York: Twayne 
Publishers, 1958), 27. 
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behavior.’”3 Employment opportunities were scarce, especially at the height of the 
abolitionist agitation, both because of racial prejudice and white competition for jobs. 
Numerous petitions were brought to the courts, and often were passed, which sought to 
restrict jobs for African Americans. In 1860 “a large number of citizens of Baltimore” 
petitioned to bar free Blacks from pursuing “any mechanical branch of trade.” Not 
surprisingly the signers of the petition were said to be white mechanics.4 In general, free 
black women had better employment opportunities than their male counterparts, namely 
as house servants and hotel employees, which led to a much higher concentration of 
females in urban areas than in the overall free black population. Despite the large portion 
of African American women in cities, the percentage of children among urban free 
Blacks was lower than that of whites or slaves. In his analysis of free black life in urban 
areas in the period 1820-1850, Leonard Curry concludes, 
The free black national census data . . . suggests that this population element did 
have a lower fertility rate than either whites or slaves, or a higher infant mortality 
rate, or both. In each of these censuses the percentage of children in the national 
free Negro population was lower than that in either of the other two elements 
despite the fact that only the free black component showed a preponderance of 
females nationally. Mortality data clearly indicate that free black death rates in 
urban areas were significantly higher than those for whites during this period.5 
 
                                                
3 Daniel A. Payne, Recollections of Seventy Years (Nashville: Publishing House of the A. M. E.  
Sunday School Union, 1888, repr., New York: Arno Press, 1968), 74-75. 
 
4 Jeffrey R. Brackett, The Negro in Maryland: A Study of the Institution of Slavery (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University, 1889. Reprint, Freeport and New York: Books for Libraries Press, 1969), 210. 
 
5 Curry, The Free Black in Urban America, 12. 
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Curry also points to premature death among males as a primary reason for the higher 
percentage of free black females.6 
 The Compromise of 1850, a series of Congressional bills designed to settle 
controversies between the southern states and the free states over slavery and territory, 
included the Fugitive Slave Law requiring all citizens, regardless of whether or not 
slavery was legal where they lived, to assist in returning runaway slaves. As a result, free 
Blacks living in the north increasingly came under the microscope and experienced a 
significant loss of personal freedom. Julia Foote, a free black woman from the north 
described the scrutiny she and her companions underwent when they arrived in Baltimore 
saying, “Upon our arrival there we were closely questioned as to our freedom, and 
carefully examined for marks on our persons by which to identify us if we should prove 
to be runaways.”7 Hallie Q. Brown explained that in Philadelphia, 
Men were arrested and when they resisted or refused to surrender, were shot dead. 
Many who had been free for twenty years or more, and had in many instances 
acquired considerable property found themselves only nominally free. Whole 
families who had lived for years in freedom were pounced upon at mid-night, 
beaten and dragged back to slavery.8 
 
With characteristic ingenuity, African Americans found ways to outwit their oppressors 
and negotiate the new restrictions placed on their lives in the 1850s. William Matthews, 
                                                
6 Ibid., 9. 
 
7 William L. Andrews, ed., Sisters of the Spirit: Three Black Women's Autobiographies of the 
Nineteenth Century (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986), 219. 
 
8 Hallie Q. Brown, Homespun Heroines and Other Women of Distinction (Xenia: The Aldine 
Publishing Company, 1926; repr., New York, Oxford University Press, 1988), 93. 
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an AME pastor in Baltimore explained one of the ways he and his peers got around the 
constraints placed on them: 
A free colored man could not walk the street after ten o’clock at night, even in a 
case of mercy or dire necessity, without a permit from a mayor. But as most of the 
policemen, or watchmen, as they were called, could neither read nor write, I 
remember, with a malicious delight, how those of us who could read, got around 
them by either writing our own passes, or showing them, on demand, scraps of 
letters or receipts or any odd bits of paper we happened to have, which the 
Hibernian guardian of the peace and dignity of the State would take,—and us with 
it,—to the nearest lamp-post, hold it, in many cases, upside down, and, after duly 
inspecting it, tell us in the authoritative and official tone, “All right, pass on.” 
What quiet chuckles we would have!9 
 
Despite their cunning and good humor, free African Americans, and even more so 
runaway slaves, faced horrific treatment and countless losses of their already limited 
freedoms in the period leading up to the Civil War. 
 This backdrop of discrimination, meager employment opportunities, fear of being 
sold into slavery, disproportionate ratios of males to females, inadequate housing, high 
mortality rates and social restrictions for Antebellum free Blacks provides important 
contextual background for understanding what African Americans encountered when 
they came to border cities after emancipation. It was under these conditions and because 
of these conditions that separate African American churches began to emerge near the 
end of the eighteenth century and develop into forceful centers of free black community 
life in border cities. By the mid-nineteenth century, African American churches made 
abundant strides in acquiring trained free black ministers, organizational momentum, 
                                                
9 William E. Matthews, John F. W. Ware and His Work for the Freedmen. An Address in the 
African Methodist Church, Charles Street, Boston, April 11, 1881. By William E. Matthews of Baltimore. 
With Introductory Remarks By Hon. John D. Long (Boston: Press of Geo. H. Ellis, 1881), 6-7, United 
Methodist Archives, Drew University, Madison, NJ. 
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buildings and membership. They operated as mini-worlds where free Blacks governed 
themselves, preserved and developed culture, dealt with psychological issues, addressed 
crimes such as rape, alcoholism or family abandonment, developed systematic 
educational programs and other social services such as aid for the poor and aged, 
promoted ideals, mourned losses and celebrated victories. Free black church life 
contrasted their broader economic and social conditions, and it is within this context of 
juxtaposition that African American churches can best be understood. For many, church 
community offered the sense of hope and opportunity that urban life fought to snuff out.  
 This is the social and religious scene newly emancipated slaves injected 
themselves into when they immigrated to border cities during the various emancipations 
of the 1860’s. Amazingly, struggling free Blacks in pre-existing African American 
communities nevertheless made room in their congested communities for the newly 
freed. Nowhere was this more obvious than in African American churches, which did 
their best to provide immediate aid to incoming migrants. One such example, Shiloh 
Baptist Church of Washington, DC, organized volunteers who “provided carfare, clothing 
and adult escort service to needy families in church attendance.”10 Providing education to 
the newest members of the free black community was of the utmost importance to 
African American churches in border cities and was probably their largest means for 
pulling the newly freed into religious community. Ebenezer ME Church in Washington, 
DC established the city’s first school for Blacks in 1864, which, in partnership with the 
                                                
10 History of Shiloh Baptist Church,” ca. 1973, Shiloh Baptist Church Records, 1863-1992, 
Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, The New York Public Library, New York, microfilm. 
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New England Freedmen’s Aid Society, obtained Miss Frances W. Perkins to teach 
“without pay” and Miss Emma V. Brown, “a prominent colored worker,” who was paid 
$400.00 a year by the District Government.11 African American churches, hopeful about 
the implications emancipation would have for the race, were vigorous in their efforts to 
help their black brothers and sisters feel at home with freedom. 
 This chapter aims to consider the social, economic, and religious conditions of 
free Blacks in the second half of the nineteenth century as slaves were gradually 
emancipated, and then universally emancipated at the end of the Civil War. Specifically, 
it seeks to illuminate the conditions and unique character of post-emancipation African 
American communities in Baltimore, Washington, DC, and Philadelphia. It is also 
designed to shed light on the agency of African Americans, who although confronted 
with nearly insurmountable difficulties, nevertheless, found ways to make their 
communities and lives a reflection of their own wants and values. The introduction to this 
chapter has painted a general picture of the state of free Blacks in border cities leading up 
to the Civil War in order to establish how conditions may have been altered or intensified 
as newly released slaves migrated to and joined these communities. The explanation of 
African American churches as centers of urban free black life is foundational to an 
understanding of how African Americans who were free before the Civil War connected 
with those who were freed because of the war to promote what they saw as the 
“elevation,” goals, and dignity of the race. As an organization, the border city African 
                                                
11 “History of the Church,” ca. 1951, Ebenezer United Methodist Church Records 1865-1980, 
Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, The New York Public Library, microfilm. 
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American church was the primary center where the free black community came together 
to address needs and concerns. While in each of these cities the industry, educational 
opportunities, population, and housing were different, all three had in common African 
American churches serving as centers of community life.  
 
The Realities of Emancipation in Baltimore, Philadelphia, and Washington, DC  
 Freedom did not occur spontaneously; emancipation varied from state to state, 
beginning well before Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 
1863 and ending finally with ratification of the Thirteenth Amendment to the U.S. 
Constitution on December 18, 1865, eight months after Lee’s surrender to Grant at 
Appomattox Court House. In fact, Lincoln did not support immediate emancipation and 
as late as July 1862 urged congressmen from the border states to support gradual 
compensated emancipation and encouraged state funding for colonization of freed slaves 
outside the United States.12 Most northern states enacted laws to abolish slavery much 
earlier, including Pennsylvania, which passed a law in 1780 declaring no African 
American born from that day forward could be held as a servant or slave for life. 
Nevertheless, the law entitled slave owners to keep slaves and the children of slaves until 
they were thirty-one. As a consequence slavery lingered in Philadelphia and other parts of 
Pennsylvania for some time, and as late as 1840 slaves were still listed on the state’s 
census returns. 
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 Because it was the capital, the District of Columbia faced some of the earliest 
repercussions of war-related emancipation. Slavery was abolished in Washington, DC on 
April 16, 1862 and the government gave slaveholders $300 for each slave set free. The 
total number freed through this arrangement was 3,128. Almost immediately African 
Americans from Maryland and Virginia began flooding the capital, and by 1866 it was 
estimated that there were over 30,000 African American men and women who had come 
to the city during and after the war, “many of them under the impression that they would 
be taken care of by the same government which had set them free.”13 Elizabeth Vincent, 
an abolitionist’s daughter, later recorded her girlhood memories of the African Americans 
who came to Washington after emancipation: 
During reconstruction days, and even before, contraband negroes gathered by the 
thousands in Washington—a helpless but very manageable and orderly people. 
Barracks were put up by the Government for them to occupy, and schools and 
churches were opened for their benefit and use.14 
 
Little Ebenezer ME Church was one of the Washington free black churches that opened 
its doors to the “large numbers of Negro refugees from the South,” and recorded that 
between “1860 and 1863 the local Negro population increased about 68 per cent.”15 
 Maryland’s African American population was close to 50 per cent free and 50 per 
cent slave prior to adopting emancipation in 1864. The large number of free Blacks 
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stimulated white anxiety as Maryland fought to hold on to slavery. As a result, numerous 
restrictions were established to control free Black movement. James Wiggins, an ex-slave 
from Anne Arundel County in Maryland, recalled, 
There were a great many people in Anne Arundel who did not believe in slavery 
and many free colored people. These conditions caused conflicts between the free 
colored who many times were charged with aiding the slaves and the whites who 
were not favorably impressed with slavery and the others who believed in slavery. 
As a result, the patrollers were numerous.16 
 
Black churches like Bethel AME who had both free Blacks and slaves on their rolls were 
met with great distrust by the white community and were constantly under the watchful 
eye of those who upheld slavery. Slavery supporters had reason to be suspicious; Orchard 
AME Church and other black churches in the area were important stops on the 
Underground Railroad. Their members built tunnels under their buildings and aided many 
runaway slaves to freedom. 
 The Emancipation Proclamation only granted freedom to slaves in states that had 
seceded from the Union, leaving slavery untouched in Union states like Maryland and 
parts of the Confederacy under Union control. Maryland was south of the Mason-Dixon 
line, yet it was held in the Union because of its close proximity to the nation’s capital. 
This precarious position worked as both an advantage and disadvantage for African 
Americans. On one hand, tension between Confederate sympathy and abolitionist fervor 
increased restrictions on African Americans. On the other hand, free Blacks found 
                                                
16 James Wiggins, ex-slave, interviewed by Mary Hicks at 625 Barre Street, Baltimore, Maryland, 
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employment with the Union army and slaves had more opportunities to escape to Union 
lines and freedom. “Parson” Williams, a preacher from Baltimore, served “the Union 
forces as a teamster, hauling munitions and supplies for General Grant’s army, at 
Gettysburg. On trips to the rear, he conveyed wounded soldiers from the line of fire.”17 
“Old Nick” ran away from a plantation near Baltimore to join the Union army, and 
eventually felt confident enough to return donning a “uniform of blue.” When he saw 
him, Nick’s former master, Rueben Rogers, 
had him arrested, charging him with being a fugitive slave. He was confined in 
the jail there and held until the U.S. Marshal of Baltimore released him, arresting 
Rogers and bringing him to Baltimore City where he was reprimanded by the 
Federal Judge.18 
 
His story, once “well known by the older people of Howard County” as “Old Nick: 
Roger’s lemon,” illustrates how confusing the situation in Maryland became as laws 
changed and authority shifted. Slaves and free Blacks experienced freedom from slavery 
or the alleviation of restrictive laws at different times depending on where they lived. 
 When freedom did come, it was often delivered by worn down Confederate 
masters or dreaded Yankee soldiers, known to slaves as destroyers and reckless slayers 
who demolished the only lives slaves had known. Sam T. Stewart confessed, “I did not 
feel much elated over hearing I was free, I was afraid of Yankee soldiers. Our mistress 
                                                
17 “Parson” Rezin Williams interviewed by Stansbury at 2610 Pierpont Street, Baltimore, 
Maryland, September 18 and 24, 1937, Born in Slavery: Slave Narratives from the Federal Writers’ 
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told us we were free.19 Misinformed by their white masters, slaves like Elias Thomas 
understood little of what the war was about or its ramifications. Thomas recounted, 
I remember the Yankees. I will remember seein’ them till I die. I will never forgit 
it. I thought it was the last of me. The white folks had told me the Yankees would 
kill me or carry me off, so I thought when I saw them coming it was the last of 
me.20  
 
R. S. Taylor agreed: “When I first saw the Yankees I was afraid of ‘em. It was a curiosity 
to see ‘em comin’ through the fields with dem guns and things. They come down and 
talked with us and told us we were free and then I was not so scared of ‘em.”21 Like many 
slaves, however, Nancy Pool who was a great grandmother at the end of the war knew 
exactly what a Union invasion meant. When she heard “de Yankees were ridin’ up de 
railroad thick as flies,” she calmly replied, “Well I has been prayin’ long enough for ‘em 
now dey is here.”22 James Calhart James left South Carolina after emancipation in 1865 
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and went to Washington, DC where he later entered Howard University. Looking back he 
remembered the slaves on his plantation singing “with great feeling of happiness,” 
Oh where shall we go when de great day comes 
An’ de blowing of de trumpets and de bangins of de drums 
When General Sherman comes. 
No more rice and cotton fields 
We will hear no more crying 
Old master will be sighing. 
 
James could not remember the melody; “people sang it according to their own tune.”23 
Throughout the war Lincoln struggled with what to do with the freedmen, but never put 
into place any significant means for their survival or transition to freedom. Ex-slave 
Jacob Thomas wryly assessed the incongruities of emancipation when he reflected, “I 
always thought a lot of Lincoln ‘cause he had a heap of faith in de nigger ter think dat he 
could live on nothin’ at all.”24 
In March of 1865 just before the war’s end, Congress established the Bureau of 
Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands (known as the Freedmen’s Bureau), but after 
Lincoln’s assassination, his successor Andrew Johnson did much to stifle its power and 
plans. As former slave Sam T. Steward saw it, “Abraham Lincoln was a man who aimed 
to do good, but a man who never got to it.25 The Bureau’s commissioner, Major General 
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Oliver O. Howard, was a deeply religious man devoted to securing the rights and 
advancing the cause of the freedmen and freedwomen. When he took his post, he was 
faced with the massive task of assisting over four million former slaves to make the 
transition from bondage to freedom. W. E. B. Du Bois described some of the fragmented 
hopes and despairs comprising the mosaic Howard was handed when he took the job: 
On May 12, 1865, Howard was appointed, and he assumed the duties of his office 
promptly on the 15th, and began examining the field of work. A curious mess he 
looked upon: little despotisms, communistic experiments, slavery, peonage, 
business speculations, organized charity, unorganized almsgiving,—all reeling on 
under the guise of helping the freedman, and all enshrined in the smoke and blood 
of war and the cursing and silence of angry men.26 
 
Howard oversaw nearly 900 agents placed throughout the south who provided immediate 
support to the destitute, provided fair hearings for legal and personal disputes, helped 
negotiate labor contracts and argued for black rights. Unfortunately, under President 
Johnson, no amount of talent or good will would help Howard make much of a dent in 
the plight of the freedmen and freedwomen. Johnson, a southerner in favor of returning 
power to whites, quickly pardoned tens of thousands of Confederates allowing them to 
return and reclaim land that had been given to the former slaves.27 He repeatedly 
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the Executive Mansion . . . . Andrew Johnson is the impersonation of the tyrannical Slave Power.” Douglas 
O. Linder, “The Andrew Johnson Impeachment Trial,” University of Missouri-Kansas City Law School, 
http://www.law.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/impeach/impeachmt.htm (accessed January 14, 2009). For 
an overview of Johnson’s actions related to Reconstruction, see Hans L. Trefousse, “Andrew Johnson and 
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thwarted the efforts of the Freedmen’s Bureau; he rapidly dismantled its leadership and 
deprived it of land and funding that had been set aside for its use. As Du Bois saw it, “no 
sooner did the proclamations of general amnesty appear than the 800,000 acres of 
abandoned lands in the hands of the Freedmen’s Bureau melted quickly away.”28 Newly 
freed slaves already cultivating crops on the “forty acres” General Sherman had given 
them were again uprooted and deprived of the benefit of their labor. Working together 
with northern benevolent agencies and missionary agencies like the American Missionary 
Association, Howard quickly used the waning resources of the Freedmen’s Bureau to 
help establish over 4,300 schools for Blacks throughout the south, including Howard 
University in Washington, DC.29 There was little else of lasting value he was able to 
accomplish before the Bureau’s demise in 1870. Federal troops remained in the south for 
several more years enforcing civil rights and order, until a back room White House deal 
in 1877 established they would be removed if Democrats accepted Republican 
Rutherford B. Hayes as president. Their removal officially ended Reconstruction. 
 When emancipation began in Washington, DC, many border city African 
Americans were aroused with new hope that freedom for the entire race was imminent. 
Those who believed God had delivered the Israelites from bondage found faith in the 
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belief that God was about to deliver them too. It was a collective happening, and in 
church, the newly freed took their first steps of freedom surrounded by the comforting 
presence of others like them. Border city black churches not only helped slaves to 
freedom through the Underground Railroad during the war years, they preached that 
freedom was the divine right of black people. When Reconstruction failed and white 
benevolence ended, it was the Black Church that stepped in to help African Americans 
deal with the anxieties and pressures of free life. Border city Blacks quickly realized that 
their survival, as well as their happiness, was dependent upon meeting together in church. 
 
The African American Migrant 
 
 During Reconstruction, and the years that followed, it was essentially left to 
African Americans to determine how they and their children would make their way. 
Many felt abandoned by those who would have them free. They were left with very few 
options and were joined by thousands just like them. Lizzie Williams lamented, 
After de surren’er all de niggahs jes lost. Nowhar to go, nothin’ to do, ‘less dey 
stay wif de massa. Nobuddy hab anything but ‘fedrate money and it no good. My 
pappy had ‘bout three hunnder dolla’s but ‘twarn’t no good ‘tall. . . . Folks say 
now dey hab hard times; dey don’ know nothin’ ‘bout hard times less day lib in 
war time and be slave to white fokes.30 
 
Sharecropping became the choice of many, while still others migrated to open lands in 
the west to attempt the cultivation of new territories and communities. Many who were 
emancipated during the war migrated to the close cities of Baltimore, Washington, DC, 
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and Philadelphia. In the following twenty to twenty-five years, these cities would 
continue to swell with scores of African Americans looking for work and community.  
 In 1913 African American sociologist George Edmund Haynes asserted, “Ku-
Klux terrorism and the mistaken notion of federal paternalistic care” worked together to 
“thrust” African Americans into these cities and demonstrated that in the years between 
1860 and 1870, “in eight Northern cities (counting all the boroughs of New York City as 
now constituted as one) the Negro population increased 51 per cent.”31 Haynes further 
concluded that these factors along with the city’s allure of “improved educational and 
amusement facilities . . . contact with the moving crowds . . . paved and lighted streets . . . 
and the greater comforts of the houses and other conveniences which the rustic imagines 
he can easily get” drew African Americans to cities during Reconstruction.32 The tail end 
of his analysis reflects a subtle condescension sometimes apparent in the attitudes of late 
nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century northern black intellectuals. Haynes and a 
handful of “race leaders” trying to address what was known as “the negro problem,” were 
at times conjectural about the motives of migrants who flooded cities after the war. 
William Hannibal Thomas, a black New Englander, assumed that the southern black 
migrant’s “aversion to manual labor . . . is shown by the vast numbers of freedmen who 
throng to the cities and towns to avoid field work.” He further asserted young men were 
particularly attracted to northern cities “by fairy tales of high wages and ready 
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employment.”33 Comments like these too often became part of the established rhetoric 
associated with the condition of African Americans in cities. For the most part, white 
discourse on the subject was even worse. 
 As Carole Marks established in her work on the migration of southern Blacks to 
the urban north at the first part of the twentieth-century, discovering who migrated and 
why is an important aspect of any discussion on the settlement of African Americans in 
urban areas. Marks found that Blacks who took part in the Great Migration were assumed 
to be rural peasants and that the case of nonagricultural workers—skilled Blacks from 
southern urban areas—has been overlooked.34 Her findings lend caution to the 
assumption that all Blacks who migrated to the border cities during emancipation, 
Reconstruction, and the years immediately following were former plantation slaves 
seeking an easier lifestyle. In his piece, Haynes touched on some other reasons for 
African Americans migration to northern cities including southern white tyranny, 
government aid, better living conditions and educational opportunities. His list accounts 
for some of the most compelling issues, and a deeper exploration of them helps to round 
out the story of migration. As with all questions of human motivation, it is impossible to 
know all of the factors that drove African Americans to the urban north. However, 
African American autobiographies and biographies show that concerns over helping each 
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other, the deep desire to find lost family members, and the hope of putting their skills to 
work at better jobs are part of the picture too. 
 African Americans who came to border cities after emancipation hoped to find 
greater autonomy, freedom of movement, and liberation from the white power structure 
that was quickly re-established in the south after the failure of Reconstruction. John 
Mercer Langston, the first African American Congressman from Virginia and founder of 
Howard University Law School, delivered a discourse in Washington, DC on October 7, 
1879 entitled, The Exodus: The Causes Which Led the Colored People of the South to 
Leave Their Homes—the Lesson of the Exodus. Mercer upheld the right of southern 
freedmen and freedwomen to abandon the south to come north saying their exodus  
is justified thoroughly and entirely by the fact that it is, on his part, an effort to 
relieve himself of his present condition of utter dependence upon the old slave-
holding class which he has served so faithfully in the past, and thus secure to 
himself the fact as well as the consciousness of real freedom.35 
 
Booker T. Washington said the former slaves he knew felt “that they must leave the old 
plantation for at least a few days or weeks in order that they might really feel sure that 
they were free.”36 In Baltimore, Philadelphia, Washington, DC and other mid-Atlantic 
cities with pre-established free black communities, migrants found relief from the 
oppressive control of southern whites kept in place through supremacist groups like the 
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Ku Klux Klan and the White Brotherhood.37 Freedmen and freedwomen believed, as 
Mercer did, in their “new home” they could “cultivate personal independence and free 
thought,” and could acquire “in the meantime experience, knowledge and wisdom” to “fit 
him [or her] for those higher walks of life, as merchant, mechanic, lawyer, doctor, 
minister, scientist or scholar.”38 In short, African Americans moved north to get away 
from southern white control and racism. 
 Some African Americans migrated to border cities, and particularly the capital, to 
offer help to incoming freedmen and freedwomen from the south. A former slave from 
New York named Sojourner Truth, liberated by law in 1817 at about age forty, traveled 
throughout the states preaching liberation. She met with President Lincoln several times 
at the White House and when  
the war of the rebellion broke out in 1861 she went to Washington to care for the 
wounded troops and to instruct and assist the newly emancipated slaves, who 
flocked to the Capital, homeless, half-naked, half-starved, dirty and ragged. 
Through her exertions many were provided with comfortable lodgings, suitable 
employment and helped into a cleaner, better life.39  
 
 It may not be possible to obtain accurate figures on the precise number of those Blacks 
who were free before the war who came to the border cities during Reconstruction; 
however, stories of their travels and work exist to indicate that at least a marginal number 
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of migrants were not slaves prior to the war. Teachers like Mary Ann Shadd Cary from 
Michigan and Mary J. Patterson from Ohio came to Washington, DC in the 1860’s to 
teach in schools for African Americans.40 George Vashon left Pittsburg in the 1860’s to 
practice law, serve as a member of the bar for the U.S. Supreme Court, work with the 
Freedmen’s Bureau and teach at Howard University in Washington, DC His wife Susan 
began teaching in the public schools there in 1872.41 Fannie Jackson Coppin, a former 
slave, migrated from Ohio in 1865 to become a teacher and “pioneer of industrial 
education” in Philadelphia.42 
 Skilled workers migrated to border cities in search of better opportunities. 
Blacksmiths, craftsman of varying types and miners were among some of those who left 
the south, leading “southern newspapers to complain of an ‘exodus’ of skilled black 
workers.” In the case of miners Kevin K. Gaines has noted, “in the 1870s, black workers 
increasingly took their skills to the mines of the North and West, whether recruited as 
strikebreakers or attracted by higher wages.”43 Women with special skills for sewing or 
cooking could sometimes find an interested clientele in border cities. Elizabeth Keckley, 
a “modiste” for Senator Jefferson Davis’ wife and later for Mary Todd Lincoln at the 
White House, migrated to Washington, DC from St. Louis in the 1860’s. Keckley 
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remembered the kind words of Mr. Harper, a storekeeper she encountered at the 
beginning of her work in Washington, and claimed, “I often recall them, for they are 
associated with the dawn of a brighter period in my dark life.”44 Keckley found 
Washington, DC to be a home where she could flourish. 
 Many African Americans migrated during the Reconstruction era to find and be 
reunited with family members. The story of William Still’s family demonstrates the 
connection black family members felt for one another even after years of separation. 
Determined to find his family, Still’s brother traveled to Philadelphia after he was 
emancipated. Over forty years earlier, his mother ran away and gained her freedom, 
although not without the sad loss of her two older children, whom she had to 
leave behind. Mother and father were again reunited in freedom, while two of 
their little boys were in slavery. What to do for them other than weep and pray, 
were questions unanswerable. For over forty years the mother’s heart never knew 
what it was to be free from anxiety about her lost boys. But no tidings came in 
answer to her many prayers, until one of them, to the great astonishment of his 
relatives, turned up in Philadelphia, nearly fifty years of age, seeking his long-lost 
parents. Being directed to the Anti-Slavery Office for instructions as to the best 
plan to adopt to find out the whereabouts of his parents, fortunately he fell into the 
hands of his own brother, the writer, whom he had never heard of before, much 
less seen or known.45 
 
Sometimes those who made it to border cities before and during the war gathered family 
members once they had established freedom and work. John M. Washington, a fugitive 
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slave, retrieved his grandmother, an aunt with four children, and eventually his own wife 
and son from Virginia and brought them to Washington, DC where they “somehow found 
a place to board at $2.50 per week.46 After the war Mollie Watson said she stayed on her 
former owner’s plantation until her father came back “an’ took me to live with some 
cullud folks close to him.”47 
 Migrants came to border cities for a variety of reasons. They arrived “with a great 
hope in their hearts, and with all their worldly goods on their backs.” But too often, as 
Elizabeth Keckley put it, “the bright joyous dreams of freedom to the slave faded—were 
sadly altered, in the presence of that stern, practical mother, reality. . . . the mute appeals 
for help too often were answered by cold neglect.” Keckley organized forty of her church 
members into “the Contraband Relief Association” which worked and held festivals to 
raise funds “for the benefit of the unfortunate freedmen.”48 Stories like hers can be found 
over and over in the histories of black churchgoers, especially women, who responded to 
the needs of southern migrants by forming sub-church organizations to carry out various 
fundraising and ministerial activities for their benefit. Understanding the complexity of 
talent, feeling, hope and hardship that made up the membership of border city black 
churches helps to explain the importance of the Black Church as a buttresses of black 
worth and the value of its role as a social gathering place. 
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Population Shifts 
 During emancipation and some thirty years following, Baltimore, Philadelphia, 
and Washington, DC were flooded with African American migrants. Examining the 
increase of each city’s African American population for the period makes it clear that in 
the course of three decades all three increased by 75 per cent or more. This exponential 
growth would have had a dramatic effect on each city’s black community. Besides the 
unusual growth they all experienced, statistical data indicates that Baltimore, Philadelphia 
and Washington, DC each has a unique story. From 1860 to 1890, Philadelphia’s black 
population increased 78 per cent, Baltimore’s 141 per cent, and Washington’s 428 per 
cent—Baltimore’s more than doubled and Washington’s quintupled (see Table 1.1).49 
Table 1.1 African American Population Increase in Baltimore,  
Philadelphia and Washington, DC, 1860-1890 
 
 
African American 
Population in 1860 
African American 
Population in 1890 
Percentage Increase 
from 1860 to 1890 
Baltimore 27,898 67,104 140.53% 
Philadelphia 22,185 39,371 77.46% 
Washington, DC  14,316 75,572 427.88% 
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A further breakdown of fluctuations in the African American population by decade gives 
statistical certainty to how and where African Americans moved both prior to and after 
the Civil War. In the period from 1850 to 1860—the decade of the Fugitive Slave Law—
the black population of Philadelphia increased almost 107 per cent. Washington, DC ’s 
black population, including both slave and free, increased by 39 per cent, while 
conversely, Baltimore experienced a decrease of 1.73 per cent in its black population 
which also included both slave and free (see Table 1.2).50 Not surprisingly, these numbers  
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support the testimonies of free Blacks like Richard Neal who fled cities like Baltimore, 
filled with dishonest slave catchers operating under the Fugitive Slave Law, for northern 
safety. In 1853 Neal, a free Black, was 
kidnapped in Philadelphia, and carried from the city in a carriage, towards 
Maryland. A writ of habeas corpus was obtained, the kidnappers were overtaken, 
and Neal brought back, after resistance and various hindrances. The Supreme 
Court of Pennsylvania discharged him.51 
 
In Pennsylvania, the law typically upheld the rights of free Blacks whereas it often did 
not in a slave state like Maryland. In addition, anti-slavery groups were more prolific and 
had greater influence in Philadelphia to advocate for free Blacks abducted illegally. In 
1853, Baltimore “enacted a law forbidding free people of color from the north to come 
into the state on pain of being imprisoned and sold into slavery.” After the Compromise 
of 1850, Baltimore was a particularly hostile environment for free Blacks. Frances Ellen 
Watkins Harper, born free in Baltimore in 1825, protested, “Not that we have not a right 
to breathe the air as freely as anyone else in Baltimore, but we are treated worse than 
aliens among a people whose language we speak, whose religion we profess and whose 
blood flows and mingles in our veins.52 Philadelphia simply offered greater every day 
freedom to free Blacks after 1850; their residence there afforded them the opportunity to 
walk the streets without dread. Besides Baltimore, Philadelphia drew free Blacks from 
cities like New York and Wilmington, Delaware where the Fugitive Slave law was 
                                                
51 Samuel May, The Fugitive Slave Law and its’ Victims (New York: The Anti-Slavery Society, 
1861) 25, In Motion: The African American Migration Experience, Runaway Journeys under “Up North,” 
The Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, 
http://www.inmotionaame.org/migrations/topic.cfm?migration=2&topic=8 (accessed December 15, 2008). 
 
52 Hallie Q. Brown, Homespun Heroines and Other Women of Distinction, 98. 
 
46 
 
strictly enforced. Runaway slaves also account for the drop in number of African 
Americans in Baltimore in the 1850s and early 1860s. Harper’s remark is telling: "I saw a 
passenger by the Underground Railroad. Notwithstanding that abomination of the 
nineteenth century, the Fugitive Slave Law, men still determine to be free.”53 In The 
Underground Railroad, William Still wrote, 
Baltimore used to be in the days of Slavery one of the most difficult places in the 
South for even free colored people to get away from, much more for slaves. The 
rule forbade any colored person leaving there by rail road or steamboat, without 
such applicant had been weighed, measured, and then given a bond signed by 
unquestionable signatures, well known. Baltimore was rigid in the extreme, and 
was a never-failing source of annoyance, trouble and expense to colored people 
generally, and not unfrequently to slave-holders too, when they were traveling 
North with “colored servants.” Just as they were ready to start, the “Rules” would 
forbid colored servants until the law was complied with. Parties hurrying on 
would on account of this obstruction “have to wait until their hurry was over.” As 
this was all done in the interest of Slavery, the matter was not very loudly 
condemned. But, notwithstanding all this weighing, measuring and requiring of 
bonds, many travelers by the Underground Rail Road took passage from 
Baltimore.54 
 
After the Thirteenth Amendment was ratified, some who were living in Philadelphia 
returned to their former homes. In 1859, Thomas W. Henry, an AME pastor living in 
Baltimore, was accused of being an associate of abolitionist John Brown, the man who 
attempted to seize the United States Armory and Arsenal at Harpers Ferry and was 
consequently killed. Henry escaped to Philadelphia where he resided and served in AME 
churches for several years. In his autobiography, Henry recounted, “In 1865 I received 
my transfer back to the Maryland District. As liberty was proclaimed throughout our 
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country, I made no hesitation in returning to my native home.”55 Census data 
demonstrates that others like Henry left Philadelphia after slavery ended; of the three 
cities examined, Philadelphia was the only one to experience a decline in its African 
American population in the period from 1860 to 1870. Nevertheless, between 1870 and 
1880 it grew by 43 per cent. Of the three cities, Washington, DC began with the smallest 
African American population and ended with the largest in the period from 1860 to 1890. 
As a result of emancipation in the District and a harrowing civil war, massive numbers of 
migrants from nearby slave states fled to the capital for protection and assistance. The 
enormity of their flight is evident in the colossal growth of the city’s black population in 
the period from 1860 to 1870. 
 The black population in Philadelphia, Baltimore and Washington, DC was not the 
only demographic growing from 1860 to 1890; industrialization prompted the large 
overall growth of these cities, and white immigrants, as well as some Chinese and 
Japanese, contributed to the vast urbanization of these coastal cities in the second half of 
the nineteenth century (see Table 1.3). Their rapid growth had an alarming effect on the 
public. The large expansion of these cities, the increased presence of foreign immigrants, 
and racially driven anxiety about African American freedom, commingled to agitate 
white fear and uncertainty. The 1870 and 1880 census reports indicated that the black 
population of eastern seaboard cities was growing at a much faster pace than that of the 
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white population. It was during the two decades reflected in these reports that the greatest 
number of Blacks migrated to border cities. Citing this data, the 1880 report created 
something of a panic when it was released, to the extent that the following census report 
issued in 1895 addressed the topic of “Sex, General Nativity, and Color” in depth and 
attempted to assuage the fears of whites who worried they would eventually be 
outnumbered by Blacks. The report stated, 
In this period of 100 years the proportion of white has increased from 80.73 per 
cent and that of the negro element has correspondingly diminished from 19.27 to 
11.93 per cent. . . . The relative rate of increase of the white and negro population 
has been, especially since the war, a matter of general interest and attention. The 
exaggerated rate which was given it from 1870 to 1880, by reason of the faulty 
census of 1870, aroused much needless anxiety in certain quarters concerning the 
future of the two races and the welfare of the country. . . . The negro element is 
49 
 
increasing much less rapidly than the white element not only in the country at 
large but in the southern states also.56 
 
By this time African American migration had slowed somewhat, though Philadelphia, 
Baltimore and Washington, DC each experienced somewhere around a 25 per cent 
increase in its black population from 1880 to 1890. Historically, concern over the size of 
the African American population was present in white culture even before the war ended; 
the 1860 census report actually used data on the high death rate of free Blacks in cities to 
predict an eventual decline in the African American population. If the “present civil war” 
meant “large numbers of slaves shall be hereafter emancipated,” then according to data, 
freedom for Blacks meant they would be “transferred from a faster to a slower rate of 
increase.”57 Additionally, in 1890 the growing number of white immigrants and the birth 
of their children on American soil proved that white dominance was in no way 
threatened. According to the census reports, the apparent growth of the African American 
population was only a result of migration, and in time, given the data on black death 
rates, would inevitably decline. 
 
Economic Conditions 
 Industry and opportunity varied in Philadelphia, Baltimore and Washington, DC, 
but in all three, African Americans trying to find work faced racism from whites and 
fierce competition from European immigrants. Their economic status was generally the 
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lowest of any segment of the population because they were blocked from apprenticeships, 
trade positions and jobs that paid higher wages. As an educator in Philadelphia from the 
1860s on, Fanny Jackson Coppin was shocked at the lack of opportunity African 
Americans had to learn work skills. Determined to start a school for this cause, Coppin 
explained, 
I was asked to tell what was being done in Philadelphia for the industrial 
education of the colored youth. It may well be understood I had a tale to tell. And 
I told them the only places in the city where a colored boy could learn a trade was 
in the House of Refuge or the Penitentiary, and the sooner he became incorrigible 
and got into the Refuge, or committed a crime and got into the Penitentiary, the 
more promising it would be for his industrial training. It was to me a serious 
occasion. I so expressed myself . . . . I saw building after building going up in this 
city, and not a single colored hand employed in the constructions.58 
 
With the development of the nation’s railroad network in the late 1840s and early 1850s, 
these urban areas were poised for explosive economic growth as new commercial 
enterprises emerged and manufacturing increased; however, African Americans were 
hindered from gaining any benefit from this expansion. In his famous study The 
Philadelphia Negro, Du Bois explained the discrimination Blacks faced in the developing 
industries of Philadelphia, but his analysis was true for other border cities as well: 
The foreign element gained all the new employments which the growing 
industries of the State opened, and competed for the trades and common 
vocations. . . . the sharp competition of the foreigners and the demand for new 
sorts of skilled labor of which the Negro was ignorant, and was not allowed to 
learn, pushed the black artisans more and more to the wall. . . . the masses of the 
race continued to depend upon domestic service, where they still had a practical 
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monopoly, and upon common labor, where they had some competition from the 
Irish.59 
 
Unfair hiring practices toward those seeking jobs in new industries was more than 
personal or case-by-case; the creation of larger, more organized work force units “made 
increased occupational discrimination against blacks easier [and] more thorough.”60 
 There were some black workers in the textile industries of Philadelphia, some 
who were shipbuilders in Baltimore, and some black government clerks in Washington, 
DC. A minority of Blacks were doctors, teachers, lawyers, journalists, barbers, ministers 
or shopkeepers; but, the vast majority worked as domestics, restaurant and hotel workers, 
or as laborers. These positions guaranteed that Blacks would serve whites—many “lived 
in” with the white families they worked for. In Philadelphia in 1880, “one out of every 
five adults lived and worked in a white household as a domestic servant.” In his analysis 
of this data, historian Theodore Hersburg comments, 
that so many Negroes took positions outside their traditional family units is 
testimony to the strength and persuasiveness of the job discrimination which 
existed at large in the economy; that this occurred within a context of widening 
occupational opportunities for whites . . . makes it even more significant.61 
 
There was a higher demand for women in domestic service and consequently, many 
migrated to cities, leaving male family members behind. Near the end of the century, 
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assisted emigration schemes became common, bringing southern women to cities like 
New York and Philadelphia under false pretenses of ready employment and higher 
wages. Many of these women were tricked into working to pay off their travel expenses 
and boarding—they essentially had to work for free for several months, and even then 
they could find themselves without employment. Claudia Tate points out that in the midst 
of a mainstream culture that upheld a family model of domesticity and “female reticence 
and leisure,” black women faced a different reality.62 Nineteenth-century African 
American women accepted a different paradigm—one in which they worked, usually 
outside their homes and most often in a white family’s home, to support themselves and 
their families. 
 Work for African Americans in border cities was scant—obtaining even the barest 
means for survival came by assiduous labor and a continuous search for employment. 
Sometimes freedmen and freedwomen wondered if their independence was worth the 
perpetual insecurity and constant toil they faced to gain a livelihood. William Sykes 
compared his life as a freedmen to what it was when he was a slave saying, “We ain’t 
wucked none in slavery days ter what we done atter de war, an’ I wisht dat de good ole 
slave days wus back.63 Josephine Griffing a worker for the Freedmen’s Bureau in 
Washington, DC told the Boston Liberator the freedmen and freedwomen “exhibited 
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industry and thrift beyond the expectation of their friends.”64 Nevertheless, despite their 
greatest hopes and most industrious efforts, many Blacks in border cities hardly made 
enough to support themselves and their family members. Ex-slave Tom Wilcox expressed 
his experience metaphorically: “Yo’ has hyard dat atter a dog gits so full uv fleas he can’t 
tote no mo.’ Well, dat’s de way I is. I peddles my peanuts, but I barely makes a livin.’”65 
 Excluded from growing industries and well-paid positions, African Americans 
used their creativity and resourcefulness to find work and take trades that were open to 
them to a new level of profitability. Du Bois explained, “the more pushing and energetic 
Negroes [chose to] develop certain lines of home service into a more independent and 
lucrative employment.” In Philadelphia, a caterers’ guild developed, and “the whole 
catering business . . . transformed the Negro cook and waiter into the public caterer and 
restaurateur, and raised a crowd of underpaid menials to become a set of self-reliant, 
original business men.”66 Peter Augustin, a West Indian immigrant, started a catering 
business in Philadelphia in 1818, which continued through the 1890s, employing 
numerous African Americans. According to Du Bois, “it was the Augustin establishment 
that made Philadelphia catering famous all over the country. The best families of the city, 
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and the most distinguished foreign guests, were served by this caterer.”67 Fanny Coppin 
realized, “There is one class of women, for whom no trades are provided, but who are 
expected to do their work without any special preparation; and these are the women in 
domestic service.” Interested in promoting the dignity of such women, she held 
“receptions for them, where the honorableness of their work and the necessity of doing it 
well might be discussed.” She “hoped that no one should be ashamed of the word servant, 
but should learn what great opportunity for doing good there is for those who serve 
others.”68 As a means for combating white monopolies on businesses, some in the black 
community encouraged fellow African Americans to support and use black business as 
exclusively as possible. In Baltimore the Afro-American newspaper informed and 
prompted readers, “A few Afro-Americans in this city are fighting hard to open business 
avenues to the race. They are making great sacrifices and are giving substantial evidences 
of push and merit. Stand by them.” The paper advocated unity, going so far as to say, 
“The interests of the Afro-American population of Baltimore are identical, and any 
faction of the race who fosters strife to gratify their own selfish ambition should be 
classed with the enemy.”69 In spite of the many doors of employment closed to African 
Americans, they nonetheless made the most of those that were open, managing even to 
monopolize some fields. William Howard Russell, a correspondent for the London Times 
who visited Washington, DC in 1863, noted in his diary, “Emerging from the station, we 
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found a vociferous crowd of blacks, who were the hackney-coachmen of the place.”70 His 
comment indicates African Americans exclusively served as hired drivers in the nation’s 
capital. 
 Like so many other disappointments during Reconstruction, the Freedmen’s 
Savings Bank, founded for the safe-keeping of the freedmen and freedwomen’s money, 
failed seven short years after its founding, swallowing with it thousands of hard earned 
dollars. According to one source, “The ‘Freedmen’s Bank,’ which had branches in about 
thirty-five cities and towns, failed in 1873. During its existence it held deposits of over 
$50,000,000 of savings of the freedmen.”71 Initially founded by white philanthropists and 
abolitionists for the purpose of helping black soldiers safely invest money and transfer 
payments to families back home, the Bank came under a new and corrupt board of white 
directors when its headquarters moved from New York to Washington, DC. Although 
when Congress gave the Freedmen’s Bank its charter it intended to supervise its activities 
and oversee its books, it was too busy with fraudulent problems of its own to realize the 
mismanagement going on at the Bank. In the beginning the Bank primarily held accounts 
for soldiers; however, by 1870 forty-five per cent of the banks account holders were 
farmers, twenty-five per cent were unskilled laborers and domestics, fifteen per cent were 
artisans and five per cent were business and professional people such as teachers and 
ministers. The Bank also held accounts for African American benevolent societies and 
churches. Frederick Douglass, unaware of the Bank’s problems, accepted a position as its 
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president in 1874. After only a few months assessing the Bank’s true state of affairs, he 
pressed Congress to pass a law designed to separate the past and future operations of the 
bank, which they did. Nine days later, beyond the point of repair, the Freedmen’s Bank 
closed. Depositors were instructed to send in their passbooks in order to receive payment 
on their accounts, but in the end, “over 61,000 depositors lost nearly $3 million of 
savings.”72 The failure of the Freedmen’s Savings Bank had a devastating effect on 
countless African Americans struggling to get ahead. 
 It is important to understand the pressing economic circumstances that faced 
African Americans after emancipation because it sheds light on why the Black Church 
was so crucial. It was in church that members of the black community expressed their 
frustrations, met to start labor organizations or ignite their entrepreneurial aspirations. 
When someone like Fanny Coppin wanted to start a school for industrial training or begin 
a series of meetings for servant women, she went to her fellow church members and drew 
on them as a resource. The best black teachers and workers were found in church, as were 
a host of able-bodied willing workers. When the Freedmen’s Bank failed, members who 
were badly affected would have found support among their peers. Some churches lost 
significant savings when the bank failed—a serious problem since black people pooled 
their money at church to support projects and causes that were important to them. Most 
black churches had several mutual aid societies where members deposited money to 
insure they could help one another in times of hardship. Black churches attended to the 
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spiritual and emotional needs of their members, but investing in members’ economic 
needs was another vital aspect of church community. 
 
Housing Conditions 
 Poor economic conditions naturally led to poor living conditions for African 
Americans in border cities. The census of 1850 indicated Blacks owned 2.18 per cent of 
Washington, DC’s real estate, 0.72 per cent in Philadelphia and only 0.40 percent in 
Baltimore. However, Du Bois demonstrated that reports written by whites could not 
always be trusted:  
The economic status of the Negro in the District was made very difficult during 
and after the war because of the large increase in the Negro population. 
Nevertheless, Negroes accumulated a good deal of property. When for instance, it 
was charged in 1865 that they did not own $40,000 worth of property in the whole 
city, it was proven that in one square their holdings aggregated $45,592. Yet there 
were poverty and suffering among the Negroes. In 1867, it was estimated that of 
32,000 Negroes in the district, one-half were destitute.73 
 
In general, very few African Americans owned property before the Civil War and even 
fewer were able to obtain it after emancipation. The rapid expansion of these cities’ 
population through foreign immigration and black migration increased the demand for 
housing, thereby stimulating the construction of numerous multifamily houses and 
buildings. The Thirteenth Annual Report of the Bureau of Statistics and Information of 
Maryland stated that in Baltimore, even by 1905, of those reported only 7,523 African 
Americans were “keeping house,” while 21,623 were “roomers” and 5,498 were 
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“boarders.” Only 800 reported they owned property.74 Particularly in Philadelphia, the 
increase of migrants “forced blacks into tighter residential concentrations and almost 
totally eliminated the intermixture of the races that had been universal [there] before 
1850.”75 Du Bois’ study of the black population of Philadelphia’s “Seventh Ward,” 
though conducted in 1897, reveals something of the development and type of housing 
available in Philadelphia’s black neighborhoods after the Civil War and the self-
differentiating that went on there as a result of tight and racially homogeneous living:  
The Seventh Ward starts from the historic centre of Negro settlement in the city 
 . . . the colored population of this ward numbered 3621 in 1860, 4616 in 1870, 
and 8861 in 1890. It is a thickly populated district of varying character. . . . at the 
corner of Seventh and Lombard, we can at a glance view the worst Negro slums 
of the city. The houses are mostly brick, some wood, not very old, and in general 
uncared for rather than dilapidated . . . . the alleys near . . . are haunts of noted 
criminals, male and female, of gamblers and prostitutes, and at the same time, of 
many poverty-stricken people. . . . nearly all the houses are lodging houses, with a 
miscellaneous and shifting population. The corners, night and day, are filled with 
Negro loafers. . . . They are mostly gamblers, thieves and prostitutes, and few 
have fixed and steady occupation of any kind. Some are stevedores, porters, 
laborers and laundresses. . . . Passing up Lombard, beyond Eighth, the atmosphere 
suddenly changes, because these next two blocks have few alleys and the 
residences are good-sized and pleasant. Here some of the best Negro families of 
the ward live. Some are wealthy in a small way, nearly all are Philadelphia born, 
and they represent an early wave of emigration from the old slum section. . . . 
Beyond Tenth street . . . the Negro population is large and varied in character. On 
small streets like Barclay . . . is a curious mingling of respectable working people 
. . . with recent immigrations of the semi-criminal class from the slums. On the 
larger streets . . . there live many respectable colored families—native 
Philadelphians, Virginians and other Southerners, with a fringe of more 
questionable families.76 
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Notable in Du Bois’ description is his discussion of the “good-sized and pleasant” homes 
of the “best Negro families of the ward.” These were almost exclusively owned by 
“Philadelphia born” Blacks who had at one point worked their way there from “the old 
slum section.” Migrants certainly did not have this advantage. When black migrants came 
to cities, joining the throngs of people already there, they generally took any shelter they 
could find and pay for. Griffing told The Liberator, “A host of miserable women, with 
large families of children, besides old, crippled, blind and sick persons” who had been 
“driven out of Maryland” to Washington, DC would pay “by day’s labor—often difficult 
to obtain—for shanties, garrets, cellars and stables—unfit for human beings to live in—
an average rent of $5 to $6 per month.”77 “Alley homes” constructed on out-of-the-way 
side streets and the back alleys of prominent white-owned homes emerged as the most 
common dwelling place for black migrants in the border cities. J. H. N. Waring, a doctor 
who taught and practiced medicine in Washington, DC and Baltimore, visited African 
Americans in this type of residence. He wrote about their homes, saying, 
Few if any of these alleys, many of which are not over ten feet wide, are fit for 
habitations. The dwellings are generally owned by the lowest types of landlords. 
The alley house has been described as consisting of “a respectable front and 
nothing else.” The average interior is revolting. Unsanitary, out of repair, not 
closed against the elements, dark and damp, it presents none of those attractions 
which go to make up the “Home, Sweet Home” of the old song. . . . These alleys, 
secluded from the officers of the law in particular and the people of the 
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community in general, become the natural rendezvous of the lawless, the vicious, 
the immoral. The alley is the crap-shooter’s paradise.78 
 
In Washington, DC, alley homes were “literally within a stone’s throw of such 
impressive residences as the presidential mansion.”79 Lodging houses like the ones 
described by Du Bois were another common housing option for migrants—there they 
could rent a single room or spot of floor to sleep on.  
 Blacks and whites alike believed that such primitive and crowded housing 
contributed to a decline in morality. Lack of housing especially drove women to 
desperate situations; one resident of Pennsylvania worried that the morals of the African 
American population were “undergoing quite a change due to the influx of people from 
the South. That is, it is a common thing for the better class as well as the lower, to be 
mistresses of white men.”80 In Washington, DC, as in Philadelphia, it was believed 
“desire for pleasure and lack of opportunities to labor for high returns change many 
homes to lodging houses with the attendant evils to young girls.”81 Waring who visited 
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black communities in Baltimore and Washington, DC claimed, “I have known that in a 
four-room house each room was kept by an abandoned woman for immoral purposes.”82 
The truth is, housing and work were both difficult to come by; women as the urban 
majority, often with numerous children and other extended family to care for, were the 
hardest hit. The greater part of women in border cities claimed neither married nor single 
status, but rather “widowed and divorced.” According to Lillian Brandt, a city worker, 
“the size of the widowed class is due not only to the high mortality rates prevailing 
among Negro men in cities, but also to the assumption of the honorable title of widow by 
unmarried women with illegitimate children and by deserted wives.”83 A census report 
comparing death rates in the District of Columbia and Baltimore in 1890 affirms a large 
number of African American women claimed widowhood status when it reported, “The 
proportion of widows is greater in the District of Columbia than in Baltimore, except in 
the case of colored women 45 years of age and upward, of which one-half the women in 
each city were widows.”84 Brandt made the connection between black women’s relational 
realities and their economic circumstances when she insightfully observed, “The large 
proportion of widows loses none of its economic significance by this explanation, for the 
women so classed are almost certain to have all the responsibilities attaching to the 
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designation, whether or not they have a legal claim to it.”85 In the face of sparse housing 
and employment options, black migrant women in border cities sometimes accepted 
imperfect living arrangements in order to make ends meet and take care of their families. 
 High demands on the housing markets of border cities in the second half of the 
nineteenth century meant that safe and comfortable housing came at a premium. 
Systematically eliminated from profitable trades, apprenticeships and jobs that paid a 
livable wage, it was guaranteed that African Americans migrants would be sequestered to 
the lowest type of dwelling. Decrying the inhumanity she faced while trying to meet her 
own most basic needs, former slave Mattie Curtis admitted, “I always had craved a home 
and plenty to eat, but freedom ain’t give us notin’ but pickled hoss meat an’ dirty 
crackers, an’ not half enough of dat.”86 
 
Health Conditions 
 
 Cramped housing and limited resources were excruciating problems for nearly all 
African Americans in border cities in the days after emancipation, and it very quickly led 
to serious health issues and an increased death rate. As discussed previously, 
Washington, DC, with its early wave of black migrants and 203 per cent increase in black 
residents between 1860 and 1870, experienced some of the first and most taxing 
problems related to overcrowding after emancipation. A lengthy extract from Griffing’s 
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letter to the Boston Liberator is worth quoting because of its rare eyewitness account of 
the circumstances migrants faced in Washington. Griffing told readers, 
At the commencement of the winter of 1864, upon personal examination, I found 
nine hundred families, with an average number of five children, without wood or 
the means to obtain it; half that number without beds or blankets, and as many 
without bread or the means of subsistence . . . . At the same time it was found that 
thousands of women and children of the latest arrivals were without a change of 
clothing, and large numbers had no under clothing at all. A number of infants, of 
only a few days old, were found without a garment, and in this condition many 
perished from the cold. Hundreds of old persons and children were without shoes 
and stockings, and being badly frost bitten, several had their limbs amputated in 
consequence, and are crippled for life. Very few among the twenty thousand have 
comfortable beds or household utensils. I find from burying their dead, that the 
sanitary condition of most of the poorest class conduces much to the fearful 
mortality among them, as they are compelled to breathe a very impure air within, 
and a stench without the room, and are often covered with vermin, even after 
death . . . . I have lately learned from the Quartermaster’s Department, where 
coffins are issued for those Freedmen too poor to buy, that since the 
commencement of the extreme hot weather, about 80 coffins per week have been 
called for, most of which were for children. This mortality is far greater than has 
before been reported since they came to the city. . . . In one family of a soldier 
who lost his life in battle, five out of ten of his children have died since March, 
1865, from the above causes. In another three out of seven children, of a soldier 
drafted December last, have starved to death within the last three weeks. The 
mothers, in both cases, were prostrated with sickness, and all their supplies were 
suddenly and entirely cut off . . . The bureau of Freedmen has no appropriation 
from Congress to meet the wants of these wretched men, women and children.87 
 
The case in Washington, DC was indeed horrible, and soon similar conditions would 
reach Baltimore and Philadelphia. Benevolence and northern patriotism were at a high 
when Griffing wrote her letter to the Liberator’s patrons, and there were many who 
worked to alleviate the early problems of the freedmen and freedwomen. By the end of 
Reconstruction in the 1870’s, however, most whites had lost interest. So while these 
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conditions had an initial intensity and accompanying public awareness, they were not 
reconciled and continued to amass as waves of migrants joined bulging black 
communities in the border cities. Abject poverty was the indubitable enemy of health for 
African American migrants who were faced with hunger and cold weather conditions.  
Du Bois associated poor health with living conditions in Philadelphia when he claimed, 
Broadly speaking, the Negroes as a class dwell in the most unhealthful parts of 
the city and in the worst houses in those parts; which is of course simply saying 
that the part of the population having a large degree of poverty, ignorance and 
general social degradation is usually found in the worst portions of our great 
cities.88 
 
The little money families scrounged up went toward rent, leaving little if anything for 
food and other necessities. An article on “Negro Dependence in Baltimore,” claimed in 
that city, “Many colored people never buy a bushel of coal in the winter. The back gates 
of the well-to-do white inhabitant swing open to allow women and children to pick out 
cinders from the ash-can or receive scraps of food from the cook.”89 Though the tone of 
the article implies African Americans were helpless, clearly it was through their own 
resourcefulness that they found “cinders from the ash-can,” “scraps of food” or whatever 
else they needed to survive. They were not dependent on white people as whites 
sometimes claimed—African Americans helped one another. Annie Stephenson 
acknowledged “I never did min’ work but I is unable to work now. I has got a good will 
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but I is worn out. De only way I lives is by goin’ ‘round ‘mong my people. I have no 
home of my own.”90 One worker at a city mission was compelled to observe 
one of the prominent virtues of the colored race is their generosity. They are 
open-handed, sharing freely with one another the good things of life. Meals are 
furnished to the hungry; lodgings are provided for the penniless; garments are 
given to the shivering poorly-clad ones, remittances of money and boxes of 
clothing are sent to the home-friends in the South. Old Cato, poor himself, 
devotes much of his time to the freely-bestowed care of the sick; the M— family 
of seven persons living in a basement took in and sheltered without charge for a 
whole winter a second family of five.91 
 
Besides their struggle for food, adequate clothing and decent shelter, the close quarters 
most migrants were forced to keep meant that disease spread quickly and could not be 
avoided. In Baltimore, one writer reported, 
A visitor to the health department is shown large ward maps of the city over 
which clusters of dots are sprinkled. These dots represent the localities where 
cases of contagious disease are prevalent. Northwest Baltimore contains nearly 
half the Negro population; and a map showing deaths due to consumption for a 
period of ten years is so thickly peppered with dots in the colored district that we 
can scarcely distinguish the names of the streets.92 
 
Numerous African American lives were lost due to hardship and disease in the years 
immediately following emancipation, and the number was particularly high for those who 
left the south and attempted to make lives for themselves in border cities. Accurate data 
on the numbers of Blacks who died in Baltimore, Philadelphia and Washington, DC in 
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the years following the war was not collected until 1884, however, accounts like 
Griffing’s reveal that the numbers, too many to count, were staggering. Even by 1884, 
some twenty years after emancipation, the death rates for African Americans in 
Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Washington, DC were much higher than for whites (see 
Table 1.4).93 The 1890 census compared death rates for various ages and sexes using 
 
data from 1884 to 1890. While the census revealed that in every age category more 
African Americans than whites died each year, the death rate of children and persons 
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over age forty-five was significantly higher among African Americans than whites. For 
example, in Philadelphia the death rate per 1,000 of the population for male African 
American children under age fifteen was 75.81 as compared to 37.22 for male white 
children.94 The census report stated it plainly: “The mortality among the colored is 
especially excessive among the children.”95 When ex-slave Plaz Williams was asked to 
tell what she remembered about her life after emancipation she mourned, “Dar ain’t so 
much ter tell about atter de war. Our chilluns died fast as we had ‘em.”96 The census 
report also pointed out that “the proportion of stillbirths was much greater among the 
colored than the white in each city.” In Philadelphia this number was 203.10 per 100,000 
of the population as opposed to 135.61 for white mothers.97 
 Du Bois argued that the overall death rates for African Americans given in the 
census report likely skewed the reality of black experience; were it not for the high 
number of females and young people in urban black communities like Philadelphia, the 
annual death rate given in the report would have been even higher. Du Bois observed, 
Many things combine to cause the high Negro death rate: poor heredity, neglect of 
infants, bad dwellings and poor food. On the other hand the age classification of 
city Negroes with its excess of females and of young people twenty to thirty-five 
years of age, must serve to keep the death rate lower than its rate would be under 
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normal circumstances. The influence of bad sanitary surroundings is strikingly 
illustrated in the enormous death rate of the Fifth Ward—the worst Negro slum in 
the city, and the worst part of the city in respect to sanitation.  
 
For Philadelphia’s Fifth Ward, the death rate was 48.46 per 1000 of the population, 
excluding still-births.98 Du Bois felt the data provided in the census was “open to a very 
general misapprehension.” Not that the data was inaccurate, but that it was being used 
inappropriately. He said the research on black death rates was 
a remarkable phenomenon which throws much light on the Negro problems and 
suggests some obvious solutions. On the other hand, it does not prove, as most 
seem to think, a vast recent change in the condition of the Negro. . . . Just how 
emancipation has affected this death rate is not clear; the rush to cities, where the 
surroundings are unhealthful, has had a bad effect, although this migration on a 
large scale is so recent that its full effect is not yet apparent.99 
 
Avoiding the obvious conclusion that Blacks, banned from economic prosperity, were 
forced into sub-standard living that affected their health and longevity, whites commonly 
believed that as a race the physical constitution of African Americans had changed since 
emancipation. Attempting to analyze data on the high death rate among African 
Americans in cities, the census report of 1890 questioned, “are the marked differences in 
the mortality of the white and colored . . . due to differences in the physical structure of 
the two races?”100 Even before the war public discourse suggested freeing “ignorant and 
degraded” slaves would be detrimental to their health. As they bought more and more 
into the notion that a reduced “rate of increase” among African Americans was the result 
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of a weakening constitution connected to poor self-control and weak moral fortitude, it 
became easier than ever for whites to ignore responsibility for problems in the post-war 
black community.101 
 Once again the Black Church turned such racist notions on their head by 
dignifying black life and death. Churches and church members invested heavily in burial 
grounds and members regularly paid into church accounts guaranteeing they and their 
family members would have church plots for their final resting places. Burial ground 
record books like Bethel AME’s in Baltimore show that infants were sometimes baptized 
shortly before their death and subsequent burial, indicating that when there was an 
impending death parents wanted assurance that their little one was “Safe in the Arms of 
Jesus.”102 Sometimes church leaders “opened the ground” for poor members of the 
church who could not afford to buy a plot.103 Friends and family members of the dead 
wrote detailed obituaries to be shared in religious community. When possible, they 
arranged for memorial certificates or gave gifts to the church in the honor of their lost 
loved ones. Probably the most significant facility of the church in terms of giving dignity 
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to African American death was the public funeral ceremony. It was perfectly crafted to 
allow family members to grieve among friends and mark the passing of a relative through 
ritual and song. 
 
Education 
 
 With emancipation came the first establishment of public schools for African 
Americans in Baltimore and Washington, DC, though through the work of the  
Pennsylvania Abolition Society they had been in place in Philadelphia since the 1820s. 
Public education was opened to Blacks after emancipation, but a good many whites stood 
in the way of its success. Richard Paul Fuke notes, “the new state constitution of 1864 
had, for the first time, provided a public education system in Maryland, but it did nothing 
to compel local school boards to establish institutions for blacks.”104 The situation was a 
bit better in Washington, DC where the government made a more deliberate effort to 
provide buildings and lend support to black schools and teachers. As a result, Booker T. 
Washington could claim by 1878 “the public schools in Washington for coloured people 
were better then than they were elsewhere.”105 Obstinate southern politicians resistant to 
using tax money to educate Blacks and the jealousy of poor whites combined to stall 
efforts to organize and open schools. Speaking of the attempt to raise schools for African 
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Americans, Matthews claimed, “few people can now or could then, in the North, realize 
the difficulties and discouragements surrounding this work in a hostile community, where 
only a few years ago it was a penitentiary offence to teach a negro.” In one instance, after 
giving a speech about the education of Blacks his 
host rushed in, armed with a gun in one hand and an axe in the other, saying in the 
most alarmed manner, “O Mr. Matthews, you must not go out of the house to-
night. The poor whites of the town have heard that you are here to establish a 
nigger school, and they say they will kill you. I have just been to the church, and 
they have already begun to assemble with shot-guns and clubs.” 
 
According to Matthews, “such was the condition of the average sentiment in the State 
concerning emancipation and education.”106  
 During Reconstruction, schools for Blacks in southern cities like Baltimore and 
Washington, DC were founded through the threefold effort of the Freedmen’s Bureau, 
benevolent agencies, and the hard work and sacrifice of African Americans. Fuke 
describes an agency in Baltimore typical of the kind of organization that helped found 
most black schools in border cities. He writes, 
several prominent white Baltimoreans—Quakers, business men, lawyers, and 
clergymen—met to commit themselves to black education. Most of these 
prominent white men had been in the thick of the fight for emancipation, and . . . 
they wanted more for blacks than a simple declaration of their freedom. 
Consequently, they organized the Baltimore Association for the Moral and 
Educational Improvement of Colored People to further their broader goals.107 
 
Organizations like the Baltimore Association for the Moral and Educational Improvement 
of Colored People in conjunction with the Freedmen’s Bureau petitioned city councils for 
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funds, collected contributions from northern and European philanthropists and obtained 
teachers from northern agencies to set up schools. Unitarian minister John Ware, one of 
the Baltimore Association’s founders, was exceedingly committed to the cause of black 
education. According to Matthews, Ware 
went on working at home, and enlightening his friends North as to the work. 
Schools were opened by the society, by means of its collections at home and 
donations from Boston and other places, headed by Mrs. Stevenson and Mrs. 
Cheney, and through Quakers and others in England and Ireland. Many thousand 
dollars were collected by his efforts; and the work went nobly on, he visiting 
almost daily some school, to examine and encourage teacher and pupils.108 
 
Initially, these organizations were very effective. In only a year’s time  
the Baltimore Association had opened seven schools in Baltimore and eighteen in 
the rural counties of southern Maryland and the Eastern Shore. A year later, in 
November 1866, it reported double that number of schools and an enrollment of 
more than 6,000 students.109 
 
Schools would not have been founded, however, were it not for the commitment of 
African Americans. John H. Butler, an agent for the Freedmen’s Bureau in Maryland 
reported, “It is very hard to raise money here for anything; the colored people are cheated 
so badly they have not the money, but I have gathered the females together and we are 
about to hold fairs at different places and by doing so we expect to raise money 
enough.”110  
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 Obtaining an education was an almost universal priority among the newly freed; 
for nineteenth-century African Americans, literacy was equated with autonomy and 
access to greater freedom. Booker T. Washington described it as “a whole race trying to 
go to school” and concluded, “few people who were not in the midst of the scenes can 
form any exact idea of the intense desire which the people of my race showed for an 
education.”111 People of all ages went to school, and when the state would not provide 
free public schools, or none were available, black people pooled their money in order to 
acquire space and hire teachers to start private day schools, night schools and Sunday 
schools. Parents made great sacrifices to send their children to school—often families 
needed their children, especially older children, to work to help support the family. They 
gave up the much-needed wages of any child they sent to school. Washington was 
allowed to go to school on the condition he would rise early and work for several hours in 
the mines before going to school at 9 a.m. After school ended, he returned to work for 
two more hours.112 Fanny Coppin lived with her aunt, a laundress, after slavery. She later 
recalled, “I was allowed to go to school when I was not at work. But I could not go on 
wash day, nor ironing day, nor cleaning day, and this interfered with my progress.”113 
Blacks were so eager for education they were willing to utilize any space they could find 
as a classroom, regardless of how inadequate or ill fitted it might be. Unfortunately, many 
whites were either apathetic or downright agitated by Blacks going to school and did little 
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to support the cause. In Baltimore “dilapidated buildings, schoolhouses abandoned by the 
whites as unfit for future use, churches not constructed for school purposes and poorly 
adapted for use as such, and rented rooms, [were] regarded as amply good enough for the 
colored children.”114 Peddleton, a “charity worker” in Baltimore, claimed in one part of 
town, 
It is almost impossible to gain regular school attendance. One reason for it is that 
the colored schools are too far removed from the people in this section and the 
white people are bitterly opposed to having a colored school in the neighborhood 
. . . . In another part of the city, where attendance is good, one of the largest public 
schools is situated only a square away from a double row of houses of ill-fame—
houses labeled unmistakably, and whose shameless white inhabitants are familiar 
objects to the hundreds of black boys and girls who must pass along the street 
every day.115 
 
Even after acquiring and establishing schools, Blacks were inevitably harassed for 
pursuing an education. In some cases racist attitudes toward literate Blacks led to 
violence—numerous black schools were burned to the ground by angry whites.  
Exhibiting remarkable tenacity, the African Americans who attended these schools or 
sent their children to them almost always saw to it that they were rebuilt. 
 For several decades prior to the war, free Blacks fought hard to open private 
schools and get an education. Often clergymen, some of the most educated members of 
black society, opened schools in their churches or homes where they taught children 
during the week. Daniel Payne taught for several years in Philadelphia before becoming 
an AME pastor. Payne recounted when he first arrived there in 1840,  
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I opened my school on Spruce Street, near Fourth. There were already two select 
schools in the city taught by white men, besides several primary schools. I began 
with three pupils. . . . At the end of twelve months the two select schools emptied 
themselves into mine.116 
 
Later, when he was the pastor of Bethel AME church in Baltimore, he began teaching the 
children of his parishioners and in a year’s time had over fifty students.117 He followed in 
the footsteps of Bethel’s first pastor, Daniel Coker, who began a school in the 
“Monumental City” with seventeen pupils and left it with one hundred and fifty. Coker’s 
school began sometime before 1820.118 It is likely that pastors were motivated to teach 
children as a means for drawing members of the black community into their churches; 
however, many well-educated black pastors in border cities led large congregations 
already and taught church members’ children out of a sense of obligation or because 
parents strongly pressured them to do so. Though it is not explicitly stated, schools like 
Coker’s and Payne’s for free Blacks in southern cities must have been held with some 
degree of secrecy. James Handy, born in 1826 in Baltimore and later a pastor at Bethel, 
conveyed in his autobiography, 
where the great masses of the colored people lived, we were not allowed to read 
or write; no school advantages were allowed to persons of African descent in 
most of the slave States. It was a penal offense to know how to read God’s word, 
or to write one’s name, and if found being able to do either, although free, we 
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were liable to be sold into slavery.119 
When the newly freed came to their cities, those who were free before the war already 
had some experience organizing and managing schools; their familiarity with the 
educational process and the establishment of schools enabled them to help migrants find 
and start more schools. Numerous accounts exist to demonstrate the intense longing free 
Blacks had to open up the world of learning to all members of their race. Fanny Coppin 
spoke of the personal gratification she found in aiding former slaves to read saying, “I 
formed an evening class for them, where they might be taught to read and write. It was 
deeply touching to me to see old men painfully following the simple words of spelling; so 
intensely eager to learn.”120 The desire established free Blacks felt to help migrants 
acquire an education intersected with the freedmen and freedwomen’s thirst for learning, 
even if perhaps the two groups were motivated by different factors. 
 Regardless of African American optimism and motivation, white benevolence, 
and government assistance, the forward development of public schools for black children 
lasted only a short time. By 1900, Waring would renounce the obstruction political 
leaders placed on black education in Maryland, saying, 
in many counties of this state, the colored schools were kept open for only ten 
weeks during the year and for but slightly longer terms in others. . . . Maryland, 
unlike her sister states of the South, makes no provision for the training of colored 
teachers. . . . blind to the responsibility of making good citizens of 250,000 of her 
people, she not only has no normal school for training colored teachers, but has 
practically destroyed the public school system for colored children both by the 
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passage of [an] iniquitous law . . . offering salaries so low—in some cases not 
amounting to $100 per year—as to attract only the most undesirable colored men 
and women.121  
 
Du Bois too laid the burden at the feet of white racism when he vehemently stated, “more 
could be done” for African Americans 
if racial prejudice did not operate to leave colored women unprotected in law and 
custom, to invade colored residence districts with vice and bad sanitary conditions 
and to degrade and make inefficient the Negro public school system. We regard it 
as the burning shame of the decade that of three and a half millions of colored 
children of school age two millions were not even enrolled in school last year.122 
 
Incredibly, Blacks learned to read and write anyway. Despite the racism, inadequate 
facilities, expense and massive task that combated African American education, the 1890 
census report on education in the United States, almost gushed when it declared, “The 
negro race leaped from the illiterate slavery of 30 years ago, and in that time it has taken 
rank with the white in eagerness to go to school.”123 According to the report, 18.67 per 
cent of the “colored” population in southern states enrolled in public common schools 
compared to 21.84 per cent of whites. Further, there was a 61.64 per cent increase in the 
enrollment of “colored” students in these schools in the period from 1880 to 1890. The 
report went on to say nationally there had been “a decrease in the number of illiterate 
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colored people in 1890 as compared with 1880, the actual decrease being 108,750, and 
the percentage of decrease 3.38.”124  
 Women may not have fared as well in getting an education as men did. Du Bois 
claimed that out of 4,447,447 African American women in 1900, “twelve thousand were 
children, about a million were girls and young women under twenty years of age and two 
million [were] grown women.” He boasted, “As a mass these women were intelligent,—
only a third of those from fifteen to twenty-five years of age being unable to write.”125 Up 
until the post-Reconstruction era, black females could obtain practically the same 
education as black males. Many became teachers and generally outnumbered their male 
counterparts. Tate keenly observes, however,  
as African Americans adapted the dominant society’s patriarchal gender codes 
and gained control over their own educational institutions as well, their academic 
aspirations adhered to the pattern of male dominance; black men were designated 
as educational and spiritual leaders—in short, as race leaders—and black women 
as their wives.126 
 
In the words of Josephine Turpin Washington, an African American writer and educator, 
many nineteenth-century African American women spent their days “bending over the 
wash-tub or the sewing machine, striving by their industry to add to the comforts or to the 
advantages of the idolized brother in school . . . or the husband pursu[ing] the course in 
school from which he was debarred in earlier life.”127 When they could, women and girls 
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still learned to read and write; but, as the century wore on, their entrance into institutions 
of higher learning was increasingly limited, as was their ability to take time away from 
work to go to school. 
 When migrants came to border cities they found many like themselves striving to 
access freedom and make better lives. They wanted to work and pay for basic life needs, 
and they wanted to read. They dreamed of having clothing, furniture, homes and other 
luxuries; they dreamed of safety and family closeness. What they found was another form 
of oppression where, because of racism, they were excused from the benefits of a free 
society. Though no longer under a whip, after emancipation African Americans were 
gridlocked in an economic system that dictated how they would live. In the glow of 
freedom they could not have imagined the disease, death and hard conditions awaiting 
them. They were free; they could fight for civil rights, and they did. But the struggle for 
equality and a better existence was constantly an uphill battle. 
 
The Black Church 
 Standing in bold contrast to the stark realities of free life in a racist society was 
the Black Church. Here was a place where African Americans could gather under one 
roof away from the prejudices, injunctions, and arrogance of whites. Here they could 
speak and act freely, pool their resources, negotiate ideas, and develop leadership and a 
public voice. Black churches offered a reprieve from the hardships and grief prevalent in 
black lives. They were social institutions where friends could meet and enjoy 
“entertainments,” music and food or share a life passage such as marriage or death. At 
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church, African Americans were free from the entanglements of a white society that 
negated their humanity. Above all, the church expressed religious beliefs that gave 
meaning and validation to black existence. In the words of Albert J. Raboteau,  
These black churches not only formed the institutional core for the development 
of free black communities, they also gave black Christians the opportunity to 
articulate publicly their own vision of Christianity, standing in eloquent testimony 
to the existence of two Christian Americas.128 
 
The church reflected the values of the black community, and it was often the church that 
mobilized black thought and energy. More than a place for mid-week and Sunday 
worship, black churches functioned as the superstructure of black society. In church, 
members could belong to any number of organizations designed to promote mutual aid, 
the rights of black workers, home and foreign missions, education, and fraternity. They 
managed schools, libraries, homes for the elderly and for orphans, burial grounds, 
mission churches and rental properties. Members could belong to a choir, attend lectures, 
borrow books or just get away from it all. Ora Fisher remembered, 
You’d get there early for church meetings. For us children it was just a place to 
play and play. Nobody wanted you to do no chores, like at home. And I know it 
was the only place you could go and not feel somebody was going to make you do 
something other than sit down and sit still. That was a relief for sure.129 
 
Black border city churches provided the social space necessary to help their members 
navigate the complicated and unfriendly world they lived in; it was a place to actualize 
freedom and affirm black experience. 
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 Black churches in border cities provided something core to black people’s 
happiness, and that was dignity. By offering a space where African Americans were 
treated with respect, were honored for their talents and were trusted, black churches could 
uphold the self-reliance and worth of their members. And it was liberating to those who 
came. Marie Stone remembered,  
Pine Grove Baptist Church was the only place I ever saw my mother laugh or 
seem happy. Even when something was funny to all us children, my aunts, 
grandmom, daddy—everybody—Mama would just look, say “humph” and turn 
her head. But down at church she’d be laughing out loud. Or smiling. Things that 
let you know she could be up some of the time. But it was only at church. Just 
there.130 
 
An important body of scholarship on the Black Church has been developed by several 
prominent scholars, proving that much of significance can be said about African 
American churches in the in the post-emancipation era.131 How churches offered 
psychological benefits and made contributions to African American social development, 
interaction and change are intriguing and intricate discussions. This overview, however, 
seeks only to highlight a few significant characteristics of black churches that functioned 
to help migrants make the transition to border cities less painful. Four traits stand out: 
African American churches in border cities promoted marriage and family, upheld the 
rights and voices of women, provided education and cultivated an atmosphere of free 
speech. 
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 Black churches made an important contribution to African American dignity by 
celebrating black family and significant life events. Although many women were raising 
children on their own and numerous families included older or extended family members, 
the church validated the black family structure, and especially marriage. Slavery and 
racism attempted to strip away the sacredness of African American relationships. A 
typical runaway slave notice reveals how slaves’ familial ties were desecrated by their 
owners: 
Fifty dollars reward—Ran away from the subscriber, his negro man Pauladore, 
commonly called Paul. I understand Gen. R. Y. Hayne has purchased his wife and 
children from H. L. Pickney, Esq., and has them now on his plantation at Goose 
Creek, where, no doubt the fellow is frequently lurking.132 
 
Historically, white southerners made a mockery of African American marriage by either 
disregarding it altogether, or arranging it themselves for the purpose of “breeding.” 
Sometimes the union was marked by a “ceremony,” in which the couple was told to jump 
over a broomstick in order to make the bond official. Despite these rituals, freedmen and 
freedwomen who were married as slaves often had the desire for a church wedding. 
William W. Waston stated matter-of-factly, “My mother and paw married the old way 
first, then after the war they sure got married, that’s the way me and my wife done.”133 In 
many cases, couples got married at church although they had been joined for many years 
and had children together. Mary A. Hicks revealed,  “I ‘members moughty well when my 
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mammy an’ papy got married case I see it two years atter de surrender.134 African 
American church record books like those for Zoar ME in Philadelphia suggest that many 
couples who migrated to border cities after the war found their way to black church altars 
or pastors’ studies to consecrate their commitments.135 Admittedly, black churches led by 
middle class black males were striving for what Du Bois called “wider conformity to the 
rules of modern morality” when they promoted marriage and female domesticity.136 But 
their encouragement of marital commitment, and their advocacy of the sacredness of 
home and family was not out of keeping with the ideals of freedmen and freedwomen. 
 Black churches in border cities offered African American women opportunity and 
respect that few of them knew elsewhere. Alexander Crummell, a black PE priest, vividly 
portrayed how slavery especially demeaned women: 
In her girlhood all the delicate tenderness of her sex has been rudely outraged. In 
the field, in the rude cabin, in the press-room, in the factory, she was thrown into 
the companionship of coarse and ignorant men. No chance was given her for 
delicate reserve or tender modesty. From her childhood she was the doomed 
victim of the grossest passion. All the virtues of her sex were utterly ignored. If 
the instinct of chastity asserted itself, then she had to fight like a tiger for the 
ownership and possession of her own person, and oft times had to suffer pain and 
lacerations for her virtuous self-assertion. When she reach[ed] maturity all the 
tender instincts of her womanhood were ruthlessly violated. At the age of 
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marriage—always prematurely anticipated under slavery—she was mated as the 
stock of the plantation were mated, not to be the companion of a loved and chosen 
husband, but to be the breeder of human cattle for the field or the auction block.137 
 
Once they were freed, women still had to deal with the insolence of white and black men 
and were seldom if ever protected by law—at least in the south. Although black women 
were increasingly restricted from preaching in the second half of the century, the 
evidence suggests that most black pastors had a great deal of respect for women and their 
strengths. Male church leaders were more likely than many men to uphold women’s 
rights and attempt to provide for needs they might have. W. H. Coffey told the Delaware 
Conference in 1887, “Women have always had a prominent place in church history, and 
thank God they still retain it. . . . What would the church do without women—the flowers 
of Christianity? The women have a work to do in the church that cannot be done by any 
one else.”138 Comments like Coffey’s are not unusual in black church and denominational 
records from the post-emancipation era. Cheryl Townsend Gilkes has suggested that the 
nineteenth-century Black Church’s understanding of female leadership reflects an 
African understanding of a “dual-sex organization of power in religious life.”139 In 
contrast to the “single-sex” system adhered to by most of the western world, the African 
dual-sex system attributes equal but different leadership roles to men and women. 
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Women are respected for distinct roles as church “mothers” and “sisters” rather than for 
“taking on the roles of men in public life and performing them well.”140 Research into 
nineteenth-century black church records and black pastoral autobiographies tends to 
uphold her theory. 
  In some African American churches, the stewards or leadership board of the 
church would hold “trials” for members if a dispute or moral issue arose. Frequently 
these trials involved women who were pregnant, raped or abandoned. At Bethel AME in 
Baltimore, a case was presented to the Board of Stewards involving a not uncommon 
scenario. The secretary wrote, 
Bro. Joseph Hebron presented a very Serious Charge drawn by Anna Staten 
against Sarah Cottman for Illegal Matrimony In that She Said Sarah Cottman did 
in the Month of October 1873 Enter Into Wedlock with James Staten Who is her 
(Anna Staten) Lawful husband. The Case was Set for Trial on Friday Evening 
next Dec. 5th 1873 at 8 ! O clk the Pastor being duly Summoned.141 
 
When Anna Staten’s legal husband married another woman, she appealed to her church 
leaders for justice. The following week “The Committee appointed to Try the Cause 
between Sarah Cottman and Anna Staten Rendered a verdict—that . . . Sarah Cottman 
was guilty of the facts charged. The Pastor declared her Expelled from the Church.”142 
There is no way to know how expelling Sarah Cottman helped Anna Staten other than to 
give her a sense of control over her own life and the satisfaction that she was cleared of 
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wrong doing, but it is likely that having rendered a decision in her favor the church would 
try to see to her needs. What is even more powerful to consider is that outside of the 
church she had no real recourse.  
 Education was a passion for former slaves and free Blacks alike, and church 
brought them together—students and teachers. Despite the problems of social 
stratification this sometimes promoted, black churches in border cities operated 
numerous, highly organized and efficient schools. By 1856, Philadelphia’s African 
American churches were already running nineteen schools “attached to their own 
congregations and conducted by their own teachers.” At the close of 1856 181 members 
of black churches were teaching 1,882 pupils on a weekly basis.143 Therefore, when 
migrants came flooding border cities, black churches already possessed an educational 
structure that appealed to their wants. Sunday schools were an accessible means of 
education for children as well as adults. One investigator recorded comments about 
various individuals participating in the Philadelphia Sunday schools. A typical entry in 
his report reads: “Though a slave for 50 years, she began, when about 65 years of age, to 
attend Sunday school, with crutch and staff, (being very lame,) and got so as to read 
tolerably well in the Bible—is now about 80, and goes to Sunday school and Church, 
when able.”144 The church laity was well motivated to learn, but pastors and 
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denominational leaders kept the momentum going. Ministers often represented Blacks 
and their needs to the broader public. The Delaware Conference, a black organization 
made up of black ME churches in Philadelphia, heard recommendations from their 
Committee on Education on July 25, 1872. Ministers were to 
keep the Subject of Education properly before the minds of our people, and to 
take such steps as will prevent any abatement of the interest in our literary 
institutions or public schools that have been awakened by the special efforts of 
our beloved friends. 
 
They made their assertion saying, “we believe that knowledge is power, and though we 
have been successful so far with our limited education to accomplish some good, yet we 
are not satisfied to remain in that limited state of education.”145 In most of the black 
denominations, pastors were on the lookout for rising young students interested in 
pursuing ministerial training; it was not uncommon in these special cases, for pastors to 
go to great lengths to help these men go to, and stay in, seminary. One pastor recorded he 
“Sent to J.W. Rice the sum of Fifty Dollars for the purpose of making him to remain a 
student at Lincoln University. This I begged from nine gentlemen . . . April 22, 1870.”146 
Education, with its close ties to the “uplift” ideology of the day, was a key ministerial 
focus of most African American churches in border cities. Arriving in the city with a 
deep desire to learn, migrants found the church’s ministry appealing. 
 Perhaps one of the most creatively useful functions of the church was its ability to 
foster the public exchange of ideas by providing an arena for free speech. This generally 
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was not an aim of the church, but rather a consequence of it. Nineteenth-century black 
pastors have taken a bad rap for indoctrinating members with the white middle class 
values of the day by themselves buying into racist notions of “civilization” and 
“progress.” Many certainly tried to. But their members were far from short on opinions 
and publicly contested restrictions or ideas with which they did not agree. In his History 
of the Negro Church, Carter G. Woodson states, 
The older members developed an unusually valuable and sometimes a 
troublesome knowledge of parliamentary practice by participating in the debates 
on the business centering around communications received, resolutions voicing 
the sentiment of the body, and policies shaping the destinies of the local church. 
Here, then, was a constructive field which to the Negro seemed like an invitation 
to enter the creative world. He entered it and freely participated. True enough the 
formal procedure too often overshadowed the actual program to the extent that no 
plan at all could sometimes be carried out, because of unnecessary debate and 
contention; but the training thereafter served many a Negro in good stead in 
preventing his race from being imposed upon or in doing something constructive 
in politics, in the school, and in the church.147 
 
Church records often make note of members’ lengthy discussions on particular subjects at 
meetings even when the particulars of the discussion are not spelled out. Comments like  
“ . . . various arguments were addressed. The motion after much discussion was Laid 
upon the Table,” “ . . . the brethren freely discussed the cause pro or con,” and “The 
Brethren Bros. Russ and Gilbert wandered into a very Irregular harangue of doctrines” 
are telling in that their record is evidence of the value African Americans placed on the 
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process of negotiation and exchange in a safe community.148 Woodson explains that 
younger members of churches went so far as to form literary societies for the explicit 
purpose of practicing their oratory skills. He claimed,  
Having more formal education than the older Negroes, the youth were more easily 
interested in the live questions of the day, the desire to discuss which usually 
resulted in the organization of a literary society. The declamations and recitations 
were not always highly literary and sometimes the questions discussed could not 
be thus dignified when we observe such debates as whether the dog is more useful 
than the gun, or whether water is more destructive than fire; but the scale ascends 
a little in the discussion as to whether the pen is mightier than the sword.149  
 
According to Woodson, the quality of the discussion did not matter because church 
literary societies provided training and “resulted in valuable discipline.” His remarks 
about church debates elucidate their real purpose: 
Not any of them knew very much, but one learned from the other. They developed 
the power to think and to think on their feet, to express that thought and to express 
it so eloquently as to make a lasting impression. The church, then, has been a 
training school for the Negro orators who have impressed the world as the 
inspired spokesmen of a persecuted people.150  
 
In African American churches among people of their own race, African Americans felt 
the liberty to discuss, contest, debate or even fight about issues that concerned them. 
Church was the primary place where Blacks in border cities forged new identities as free 
people. Whether they intended to or not, urban black churches as public and religious 
spaces became arenas of community discourse. 
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 Nothing was easy for free Blacks or slaves before emancipation. After 
emancipation, things were not much better, excepting, of course, the fact that over four 
million human beings could for the first time call themselves free. Despite the 
humanizing effect of liberation, freedom was incomplete. Former slaves were handed no 
tools or resources to navigate suddenly a social system designed to exclude them. Very 
little effort was made on a grand level to help them make the transition from slavery to 
independent living. Conditions for previously free Blacks were made more strenuous by 
the insurgence of freedmen and freedwomen in their communities, and the limited 
freedom they had known prior to the war was limited still more. Hallie Q. Brown spoke 
of the paradox free black women faced after being joined in community with the 
freedwomen of the south. She wrote, 
From the South have come many women who literally fought the stars in their 
courses, to step out of the darkness of bondage into the light of personal liberty. 
Throughout the North and other sections our thoughtful women have lived 
clouded lives, made dim by the tales of the indescribable sufferings endured by 
their sisters by blood and lineage.151 
 
Brown realized lives like hers paled in comparison to that of the former slaves. Yet, she 
had to acknowledge that many who were free before the war also lived lives riddled with 
the hardships of racism. In border cities after emancipation, these African Americans 
were thrown together in a singular community. Aside from their work places, they lived 
and socialized together. Church was the place where they met, and it was there that they 
sorted through mutual concerns, hopes and outrages. Surviving together the failures of 
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Reconstruction and the Freedmen’s bank, as well as violent actions against them such as 
school and church burnings, they must have wondered if they would ever break free from 
the repression and hatred they found everywhere they turned. In church the members of 
the black community came together to escape an angry, unjust world; but more so, they 
came struggling together to feel their humanity. By letting the voices of black people be 
heard and by addressing their needs, black churches in border cities became an 
unparalleled resource for African Americans in the post-emancipation era.
 92 
CHAPTER THREE 
AFRICAN AMERICAN RELIGIOUS MUSIC 
 
History of the Debate on African American Religious Music 
 Slave music, especially the spirituals, has been well examined and discussed by 
scholars of religion, history, music, ethnomusicology, sociology, anthropology—and the 
list goes on. Researchers have historically asked if slave spirituals were purely original 
African American expressions or simply transformed versions of the white European 
music slaves were hearing around them in America. In his classic and pioneering musical 
analysis of African American music, Henry Krehbiel emphasized the late blooming 
interest in the study of spirituals as an original American art form when he noted, “really 
nothing was done to make the specific beauties of the unique songs of the plantations 
known until Miss [Lucy] McKim wrote a letter about them to Dwight’s ‘Journal of 
Music,’ which was printed under the date of November 8, 1862.”1 Emerging shortly after 
McKim’s letter was the first anthology of slave songs entitled Slave Songs of the United 
States published in 1867 and collected by William Francis Allen, Charles Pickard Ware 
and Lucy McKim Garrision. Despite its blatant reference to white cultural superiority, it 
nonetheless credits slave music as a genuine expression of African American creativity 
and experience: 
The greater number of the songs which have come into our possession seem to be 
the natural and original production of a race of remarkable musical capacity and 
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very teachable, which has been long enough associated with the more cultivated 
race to have become imbued with the mode and spirit of European music—often, 
nevertheless, retaining a distinct tinge of their native Africa. The words are, of 
course, in a large measure taken from Scripture, and from the hymns heard at 
church. . . . Such expressions as “Cross Jordan,” “O Lord, remember me,” “I’m 
going home,” “There’s room enough in Heaven for you,” we find abundantly in 
Methodist hymn-books; but with much searching I have been able to find hardly a 
trace of the tunes.1 
 
McKim’s letter and Slave Songs stimulated a sudden interest in slave music that climaxed 
in the Hungarian composer Antonín Dvo"ák’s 1893 Symphony No. 9, “From the New 
World” (Op. 95), which he composed using the sounds of Native American and African 
American music he heard while in America. Dvo"ák famously jolted the American 
musical front when he stated, 
I am convinced that the future music of this country must be founded on what are 
called Negro melodies. These can be the foundation of a serious and original 
school of composition, to be developed in the United States. These beautiful and 
varied themes are the product of the soil. They are the folk songs of America and 
your composers must turn to them.2 
 
White interest in slave music was awakened further by the notation and publication of 
numerous renditions of spirituals and by stage performances of concert spirituals made 
popular around the world by the Jubilee Singers of Fisk University.3 This recognition of 
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spirituals as a source of American creativity aroused critics like Richard Wallaschek 
whose deeply imbedded prejudices forced them to deny the validity and ingenuity of 
African American music. In his book Primitive Music, Wallascheck wrote, 
These negro songs are very much overrated, and . . . as a rule, they are mere 
imitations of European compositions which the negroes have picked up and 
served up again with slight variations. . . . [The spirituals] were not musical songs 
at all, but merely simple poems.4 
 
Perturbed by the unfounded conclusions of Wallashek and others like him, Krehbiel 
endeavored to provide the first musicological assessment of slave music as folksong, in 
which he concluded, African Americans 
all speak the language of America. They are native born. Their songs . . . are sung 
in the language of America . . . and as much entitled to be called American songs 
as would be the songs . . . created here by any other element of our population. 
They may not give voice to the feelings of the entire population of the country, 
but for a song which shall do that we shall have to wait until the amalgamation of 
the inhabitants of the United States is complete.5 
 
From the time Krehbiel completed his work until now, scholars and defenders of the 
African American spiritual have continued to uphold its validity as an ingenious and 
original form of music and expression, not only because it was different from western 
European styles of music, but also because it absorbed lyrical and musical motifs sung 
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and played by whites in America and fashioned them into something new.6 As Sylvia R. 
Frey and Betty Wood observe in their work on African American Protestantism, 
Most scholarship now recognizes that there were elements held in common by 
both cultures: for example, the Protestant tradition of lining-out songs and the 
analogous antiphonal structure, or the call and response characteristic of 
traditional West African music. Neither the ultimate origins nor the degree of 
musical interchange can be documented from the few shreds of evidence 
surviving from the eighteenth century. What is certain is that an Africanized 
spiritual was fashioned by early black Christians.7 
 
The kaleidoscope of sound that resulted as slaves deftly manipulated African, European 
and American musical ideas with their own emotions and purpose is exactly what 
elevates African American spirituals to the rank of imaginative musical art form. 
 Scholars have also debated the degree to which slaves were able to retain African 
culture and practice in their music making. Anthropologist Melville J. Herskovits 
examined this question in depth in The Myth of the Negro Past, which the eminent 
scholar of African American religion Albert Raboteau has called “the classic statement 
on African cultural influence in the New World.”8 Herskovits was perhaps the first to 
challenge American thinking on the subject when he asserted that the belief that the 
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African American “contributed nothing of his aboriginal African heritage to American 
life” could only be attributed to 
those social and economic forces that lodge deep in the historical past of our 
country; and, more directly, in the institution of slavery, within which the slaves 
were marked off from the rest of the population not alone by social status, but by 
a striking difference in skin color.9 
 
After extensive research into the culture of African peoples it was obvious to Herskovits 
that many forms of African culture survived quite purely in African American culture, 
particularly “in that general field of culture we may denominate as supernatural.”  
Herskovits attributed the slaves’ success in retaining parts of their African heritage 
through music and religious practices to their “determination” to rescue their beliefs from 
the “debacle of slavery.”10 
 Scholars like Raboteau, Sterling Stuckey, James Cone, Samuel A. Floyd, Jr., 
Michael Gomez, and Eileen Southern have done subsequent and notable work on African 
retentions in African American religion and religious music.11 However, for the last 
century scholars have limited their discussion on authenticity and African retention in 
nineteenth-century African American religious music primarily to the spirituals taking for 
granted that the religious music of free Blacks in northern and border cities was mostly 
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an imitation of white religious music. Though not intended as a musicological study, this 
work presents nineteenth-century urban black church music as a legitimate expression of 
black feeling and culture and an area for future musicological research. 
 
The African Inheritance in African American Religious Music 
 Africa is tremendously diverse and broad statements about a universal African 
culture surviving in America should be avoided. Nevertheless, early African Americans 
drew upon what has been suggested as “a characteristic mode of orienting and perceiving 
reality” when they chose how to fashion a new culture in the United States.12 After 
studying religious systems representing nearly three thousand African tribes, John S. 
Mbiti concluded that though religious beliefs vary widely in the continent of Africa, there 
are, nonetheless, “sufficient elements which make it possible for us to discuss African 
concepts of God as a unity.”13 He explains that all African people believe in a supreme 
God of one sort or another. Below the high God are lesser gods who served in 
intermediary roles and act in various ways within the spirit and human world. 
Additionally, they believe in spirits and the living-dead, often referred to as ancestors. 
Mbiti is careful to explain that while ancestors are given special honor and respect, they 
are not worshiped.14 These basic elements of African religion are helpful to consider 
when examining how slaves and free Blacks adapted and reshaped their beliefs to fit with 
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the Christianity they encountered in America. While Catholicism perhaps made for a 
smoother acculturation process by allowing slaves in Catholic cultures to re-imagine 
African deities within its system of saints, perhaps, as Raboteau argues, “at least some 
African religious concepts and behavior were not totally dissimilar to certain beliefs and 
practices characteristic of evangelical Protestantism.”15 The syncretism that occurred 
when African religious customs and beliefs met the European culture of Christianity in 
America is most evident in the musical life of African Americans. 
 Music and dance were paramount to the communal and worship life of the first 
Africans who arrived in America. As Olaudah Equiano, once a British slave, wrote in his 
autobiography in 1789, 
we are almost a nation of dancers, musicians, and poets. Thus every great event 
such as a triumphant return from battle or other cause of public rejoicing is 
celebrated in public dances, which are accompanied with songs and music suited 
to the occasion.16 
 
Before they arrived in the United States, the slaves came from villages where 
professional musicians, masters of voice and instruments, held special places of honor. 
This was especially true of those who could play the drum, which was considered royal 
and sacred. Dance, drum and song combined to heighten religious ecstasy, which took the 
form of spirit possession. There were various types of dance used in ritual, but the most 
common “were the ring dances. The ring-symbol of community, solidarity, affirmation, 
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and catharsis—was common to many African societies.”17 Symbolically, the ring dance, 
and the drumming and singing that accompanied it, physically reinforced the value of 
community living. Music and dance were community activities. As an oral culture, 
storytelling, poetry and remembrance were preserved and passed on through music, 
particularly through the antiphonal form of call-and-response singing in which a leader 
would sing some form of statement and then the group or community would answer with 
a sung response. Though much more could be said about the ways in which African 
cultures use music in worship, these are the most obvious forms of African ritual that in 
one form or another have survived in African American religious music. These elemental 
forms of religious and musical expression form the foundation for tracing the continuum 
of African heritage between slave and nineteenth-century free black religious music and 
worship. 
 
Characteristics of Religious Slave Music 
 
 The sound of the slave music that rose up from the fields of southern plantations, 
the waters of the Sea Islands, and the tents of Methodist and Baptist camp meetings was 
striking to both white and black outsiders. Du Bois recalled, “Ever since I was a child 
these songs have stirred me strangely. They came out of the South unknown to me, one 
by one, and yet at once I knew them as of me and of mine.”18 Fredrika Bremer, a Swedish 
writer who traveled within the United States in the mid-eighteen hundreds could not 
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resist commenting on the worship and religious music of African Americans when she 
heard it. She found the enthusiasm of African American worship moving and recorded 
several religious encounters with slaves and free Blacks. In Georgia she attended a camp 
meeting where “three to four thousand persons” gathered: 
They sang hymns—a superb choir! Strongest of all was the singing of the black 
portion of the assembly, as they were three times as many as the whites, and their 
voices are naturally pure and beautiful. . . . the short hymns, fervent as the flames, 
ascended like these with passionate ardor. Again and again they arose, like 
melodiously flaming sighs, from thousands of harmonious voices. . . . In the black 
camp was heard a great tumult and a loud cry. Men roared and bawled out; 
women squealed like pigs about to be killed; many, having fallen into 
convulsions, leaped and struck about them so that they had to be held down. Here 
and there it looked like a regular fight, and some of the participants laughed. 
Many a cry of anguish could be heard, but no words excepting, ‘Oh, I am a 
sinner!’ and ‘Jesus! Jesus!’ And during the excitement the singing continued loud 
and beautiful.19 
 
African Americans created what one slave called, a “mixtery” of sound, by weaving 
complex rhythms, melodic vocal lines, and bits and pieces of lyrical matter into their 
richly textured songs.20 Sung and danced in community, slave songs expressed feeling 
and told of experience. 
 
Rhythm and Dance 
 
 One of the most distinguishing elements of slave music is its rhythmic character; 
this has much to do with the fact that it was music to dance to. Whether working, 
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“evoking the Spirit,” or enjoying a moment of recreation, slaves combined music with 
bodily movement. Slave music made use of complex rhythmic ideas such as polyrhythm 
(more than one meter used at once by various performers or instruments) and syncopation 
(emphasizing beats other than the primary pulse). Underneath these layered rhythmic 
ideas was always a steady, driving pulse. Slave Songs described this effect saying “the 
negroes keep exquisite time in singing, and do not suffer themselves to be daunted by any 
obstacle in the words.”21 Drawing on the African heritage of slaves, Southern explains 
that in African music, “whether playing fast or slowly, performers maintained strict time, 
that is, handled their complex rhythms so as to intensify the basic pulse, which may have 
been produced by drums, idiophones, or even hand clapping.”22 In Africa, drums were 
the primary instrument used in religious music and have much to do with the 
development of a music driven by rhythm rather than harmonic or melodic texture. 
African drum playing, accompanied by song and dance were at the core of African ritual 
and community. Herskovits states, 
Afroamericanist research has . . . revealed that, in this society, the drummer is the 
musician par excellence, whose virtuosity brings him coveted rewards of position 
and prestige. . . . the Yoruba drummer is said to play a defined role in his 
community. He acts as a mediator in disputes. As one who calls the gods, he 
should not engage in disputes himself, and his neighbors will be circumspect 
enough not to thwart or anger him unduly.23 
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When they first began to “sing a new song” in America, the slaves brought to their 
creative processes a sophisticated rhythmic sense and deep reliance on percussive forms. 
Floyd stresses that “understanding Drum and Song as a unit is central to the proper study 
of the transformation of African music into African-American music, with its own 
elaborations and its own social, cultural, and aesthetic underpinnings.”24 Most slave 
owners did not permit their African slaves to own or use drums; consequently, slaves 
improvised. Jones discusses the alternatives and how the African percussive tradition 
survived: 
Where the use of the African drum was strictly forbidden, other percussive 
devices had to be found, like the empty oil drums that led to the development of 
the West Indian steel bands. Or the metal wash basin turned upside down and 
floated in another basin that sounds, when beaten, like an African hollow-log 
drum. The Negro’s way in this part of the Western world was adaptation and 
reinterpretation.25 
 
In America, it was rhythmic dancing, clapping, stomping, swaying and so forth that 
survived as percussive elements of worship music. The ring-shout or “spherical” was a 
circular dance that accompanied spiritual songs. Bremer almost witnessed one such 
dance: “this dancing, however, having been forbidden by the preachers, ceased 
immediately on our entering the tent. I saw merely a rocking movement of women who 
held each other by the hand in a circle, singing the while.”26 In the introduction of Slave 
Songs, the editors agree, “this is a ceremony which the white clergymen are inclined to 
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discountenance, and even of the colored elders some of the more discreet try sometimes 
to put on a face of discouragement.” Nonetheless, they had sufficiently witnessed the 
ring-shout to describe it: 
The true “shout” takes place on Sundays or on ‘praise’-nights through the week, 
and either in the praise-house or in some cabin in which a regular religious 
meeting has been held. . . . the benches are pushed back to the wall when the 
formal meeting is over, and old and young, men and women . . . stand up in the 
middle of the floor, and when the ‘sperichil’ is struck up, begin first walking and 
by-and-by shuffling round, one after the other, in a ring. The foot is hardly taken 
from the floor, and the progression is mainly due to a jerking, hitching motion, 
which agitates the entire shouter, and soon brings out streams of perspiration. 
Sometimes they dance silently, sometimes as they shuffle they sing the chorus of 
the spiritual, and sometimes the song itself is also sung by the dancers. But more 
frequently a band, composed of some of the best singers and of tired shouters, 
stand at the side of the room to ‘base’ the others, singing the body of the song and 
clapping their hands together or on the knees. Song and dance are alike extremely 
energetic, and often, when the shout lasts into the middle of the night, the 
monotonous thud, thud, of the feet prevents sleep within half a mile of the praise-
house.27 
 
In this description the various rhythmic sounds of the slave song and dance can be seen in 
the shuffle step, the clapping, “jerking, hitching motion,” and even in the contrast of 
silence and singing on the part of the singers. The circular movement, the repetition, the 
singing, the stepping and clapping and the steady beat of the “thud, thud” all combined to 
make an intricate concord of rhythm and sound. 
 
Vocal Expression 
 
 Slave music prioritized singing and gave emphasis to the voice, which was 
capable of a wide range of sounds and expression. As an instrument in its own right, and 
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often the only guaranteed instrument of the enslaved, the voice could groan, shout, 
squeal, grunt, mimic and whisper. Floyd points out that in both American black music 
and West African music “a variety of vocal timbre is found, ranging from falsetto tones 
to a raucous vocal quality.28 The creation of extemporaneous vocal sounds in slave and 
African music are what Jones and others have termed “artifacts.” Slave music was a 
functional, expressive music, and natural artifacts that might seem coarse or untrained to 
western ears were part of what made it personal to African Americans. Slave music was 
predominantly antiphonal, meaning that one singer would frequently “call” or “line out” 
a phrase and the rest of the group would sing a response. Lawrence Levine explains the 
significance of  “the call and response pattern which Negroes brought with them from 
Africa” as a vocal form, saying that it “placed the individual in continual dialogue with 
his community, allowing him at once and the same time to preserve his voice as a distinct 
entity and to blend it with those of his fellows.”29 The call-and-response form used at 
least two methods of vocal exchange. In the first, the soloist made a statement and then 
the group or chorus responded. In the second, the soloist made a statement and the group 
responded with a statement that repeated throughout the spiritual. 
Leader: Old Satan is liar and conjurer too— 
Rest:   Oh, my Lord! 
Leader:  If you don’t mind, he’ll conjure you— 
Rest:  Oh, my Lord!30   
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Simple Forms - Improvisation and Freedom 
 
 In keeping with the rhythmic and sometimes hypnotic qualities of the slaves’ 
music, slave songs were often quite repetitious. Because they were generally sung from 
memory or were composed spontaneously, use of repeated lines, phrases and chorus were 
a regular feature of such songs. Improvisation was an essential form of musical creativity 
for early African Americans and seems to have been their predominant method for 
composing music. Because slave music grew out of the natural impulse to respond 
immediately to community and experience, it was expressive and emotional. Free from 
many of the bounds of form, and structured in a manner that promoted instantaneous 
creation, the slaves’ music captured the feeling of the moment and was able to express it 
artistically. Many who heard the strains of slave music remarked on its fervor and 
emotional range; an emotional spectrum from high spiritual ecstasy to grievous sorrow 
and pain. Bremer decided African Americans would one day “give us a form of divine 
worship in which invocation, supplication, and songs of praise may respond to the inner 
life of the fervent soul!” after she detected “the warm emotions, longings, and 
presentiments of life” in the worship of an African American class meeting in New 
Orleans in January of 1851.31 To Bremer, the music and the scene in the place of worship 
were so full of emotion and excitement she referred to it as an “African Tornado.”32 
Apparently slave music did not just speak of emotions; it actually sounded like the 
emotion it meant to convey. Frederick Douglass wrote, 
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The hearing of those wild notes always depressed my spirit, and filled me with 
ineffable sadness. I have frequently found myself in tears while hearing them. . . . 
To those songs I trace my first glimmering conception of the dehumanizing 
character of slavery. . . . the songs of the slave represent the sorrow of his heart; 
and he is relieved by them, only as an aching heart it relieved by its tears.33 
  
Ironically, in a time when the slave’s voice was considered non-existent, slaves used 
music to lift up their voices and create a legacy. 
 
Melody 
 
 Known for its beautiful melodies, slave music often bewildered those who tried to 
transcribe it according to European music and notation. The improvisational character of 
slave music, the dominance of the voice and its stylization, and the use of artifacts, made 
it impossible for whites to describe or write down slave music concisely. The compilers 
of Slave Songs described this dilemma saying, “the odd turns made in the throat, and the 
curious rhythmic effect produced by single voices chiming in at different irregular 
intervals, seem almost as impossible to place on the score as the singing of birds.”34 Still, 
some general characteristics can be stated. Slave music, as well as African music, had a 
tendency toward the pentatonic scale, which is made up of five notes rather than eight. It 
could easily add or subtract from this formula creating “variants of this scale such as the 
diatonic major scale lacking either its fourth or seventh [tone].”35 Some have described 
the melodies of slave music as based on diatonic scales with “flat” third and seventh 
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tones; however, this answer is only an approximate description of how African 
Americans approached their melodic intervals (the space between two notes). Perhaps a 
more descriptive term is to say that slaves used “blue notes,” an African American 
musical device in which “singers attack the third and seventh tones and the octave in an 
endless variety of ways—swoops, slurs, smears, glides—in an effort to employ every 
sound of which the human voice is capable.”36 Again, it was how singers interpreted the 
music and melody that made it complicated and difficult to pin down. Jones suggests 
again the relationship between African American music and African music when he 
states, 
Melodic diversity in African music came not only in the actual arrangements of 
notes (in terms of Western transcription) but in the singer’s vocal  
interpretation. . . . In African languages the meaning of a word can be changed 
simply by altering the pitch of the word, or changing its stress. . . . this was basic 
to the speech and music of West Africans, and was definitely passed on to the 
Negroes of the New World.37 
 
Like African music, slave music was founded on an oral tradition. For slaves, wisdom 
and thought were passed down and discussed orally, rather than in written form. 
Liberated from the constraints of notation, melodic expression was free to develop in 
creative ways and could vary with each rendering. 
  
Harmonic Texture 
 The layering of vocal parts and the spontaneous collision of notes created 
harmony in slave music. Rather than deliberately creating a musical texture based on 
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chords, harmony developed when two or more voices improvised melodic lines apart 
from the main melody. The editors of Slave Songs remarked on the musical agility of 
African American musicians: 
There is no singing in parts, as we understand it, and yet no two appear to be 
singing the same thing—the leading singer starts the words of each verse, often 
improvising, and the others, who “base” him, as it is called, strike in with the 
refrain, or even join in the solo, when the words are familiar . . . the “basers” 
themselves seem to follow their own whims, beginning when they please and 
leaving off when they please striking an octave above or below . . . or hitting 
some other note that chords, so as to produce the effect of a marvelous 
complication and variety, and yet with the most perfect time, and rarely with any 
discord.38 
 
Slave music was not without harmony; it emerged naturally when members of the slave 
community joined together, each singing as he or she felt led. 
 
Song as Story 
 
 A significant feature of slave music was its imagery and storytelling aspects, 
which it inherited from African tradition. This is especially true of spirituals, which took 
the stories of the Old Testament and interpreted them within African American 
experience. Liberation theologians have aptly discussed the manner in which slaves used 
spirituals to resist slavery and oppression by identifying biblical figures that God 
delivered.39 Songs like “Go Down Moses” voiced the slaves’ beliefs and hopes: 
When Israel was in Egypt’s land 
Let my people go, 
Oppressed so hard they could not stand, 
Let my people go. 
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“Thus spoke the Lord,” bold Moses said, 
Let my people go, 
If not I’ll smite your first born dead, 
Let my people go. 
 
REFRAIN 
Go down, Moses, 
‘Way down to Egypt land, 
Tell ole Pharaoh, 
Let my people go. 
 
Musically, repetitious lines and refrains such as “Let my people go” emphasized the 
perspective of African Americans, contextualizing it for the slave community. Hearing 
was an important spiritual sense for African Americans, and storytelling through song 
allowed slaves to listen to the voice of their divine Deliverer while actively defining 
religious meaning and significance for themselves. 
 
Characteristics of Urban Black Church Music 
 African American churches in border cities experienced a flurry of musical 
activity during the second half of the nineteenth century, and this activity was directly 
connected to their goals and beliefs. White and African American newspapers give 
glimpses of insight into the bounty of concerts, lectures, singing schools and services 
black churches held. Many of these historic churches have useful records themselves, 
when they can be located. Often, the trustees’ and deacons’ records reveal insights about 
church priorities and the role music played in shaping a church’s character and ministry. 
Records from denominational leadership gatherings called “conferences” are another 
source for musical insight during this period and sometimes reveal what was going on in 
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church worship by the means they used to suppress or control activities. These records 
contain official statements about worship and also record the hymns used at these venues. 
Sometimes they comment on the spirit of worship at the conference. A significant 
number of African American hymnals were published during this era and, typical for 
their time, are filled with expressive commentary in their prefaces about their purpose 
and include many exhortations for use. 
 So what did African American church music sound like in the latter half of the 
nineteenth century? One can only surmise, as one can only surmise what slave music 
sounded like, but it is too simplistic to say that black congregations sounded, or tried to 
sound just like white congregations, as some have inferred. Sociologist Perry Hall claims 
the perspective of most northern Blacks was “culturally divorced from the rural folk 
sensibilities of the vast majority of blacks of that time” and that they “employed a 
worship style more like the white denominations from which they emerged than like the 
heavily Africanized worship style of the enslaved brothers and sisters on whose behalf 
they campaigned.”40 While northern black churches did use musical forms they had 
encountered when worshiping with whites and that were popular with whites too, this 
type of statement glosses over the talent and resourcefulness of urban Blacks and 
discounts the African heritage that did survive in their worship music. Harriet Beecher 
Stowe once claimed African American religious music was “closely imitated from the 
white people, which is solemn, dull and nasal,” however, one wonders how many African 
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American religious meetings she visited and how the music might have been different 
when whites were attending.41 The well-known and tremendously popular Jubilee Singers 
who traveled the world performing from 1871-1903 were at first criticized when they 
performed sacred music. After performing in New York on January 3, 1872, the New 
York Musical Gazette complained, 
their performance is a burlesque on music, and almost on religion . . . as for 
calling their effort a concert, it is ridiculously absurd. We regret to see that . . . the 
appreciation of music is at such a low ebb that [New Yorkers] can enjoy the 
‘singing’ of these well-meaning but unmusical people.42  
 
This type of reaction to their singing makes it clear the Jubilee Singers sounded different 
than white performers, regardless of what musical style they used.43 The black churches 
of Washington, DC were especially known for their choirs, and white travelers visited 
these churches when they were in town in order to hear their music. Charles E. Jackson, a 
member of Asbury ME Church, recorded, “soon after the close of the Civil War 
excursion parties from all parts of the country coming to [Washington, DC ] would 
inquire for the Asbury Church for the purpose of hearing the choir sing. The writer has 
known gentlemen to give five and ten dollars to have the choir repeat a selection.”44 
However urban black music sounded in the nineteenth century, it didn’t sound white. 
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Congregational Singing 
 
 In their early days, the only music in black churches was congregational singing, 
which was performed without instrumental accompaniment. Some black churches 
practiced a form of “lining out” hymns or psalms, following the worship style of the 
white denominations from which they came. A minister or deacon would sing out one or 
two lines of a hymn or psalm at a time to be repeated by the congregation. Although 
African Americans learned this form of congregational singing from whites, records 
indicate they probably “repeated” the hymn or psalm line in a highly stylized manner, 
reflecting an African preference for rhythmic variation and improvisation. Whites who 
had the opportunity to participate in black services where “lining out” was practiced were 
surprised at the way African Americans “transformed” the psalms and hymns. The 
English composer Henry Lowell described his experience listening to African American 
psalm singing: 
When the minister gave out his own version of the Psalm, the choir commenced 
singing so rapidly that the original tune absolutely ceased to exist—in fact, the 
fine old psalm tune became thoroughly transformed. For a moment, I fancied that 
not only the choir, but the little congregation intended to get up a dance as part of 
the service.45 
 
 Other congregations, especially Methodists and Baptists, spontaneously 
composed hymns and “spiritual songs” during worship. The earliest restrictions on this 
type of practice seem to have come sometime around 1840 when leaders at Bethel AME 
in Philadelphia began insisting the congregation sing strictly from the hymnal. Joseph 
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Cox, a member of Bethel, wrote in 1841, “The singing today was not good, there being 
an opposition because the old people are opposed to note singing. Elymus Johnson, the 
person appointed by them, is weakly, and the others would not help him. So we had dull 
music today.”46 AME leaders resolved in 1841 to “strenuously oppose the singing of 
fug[u]e tunes and hymns of our own composing in our public meetings and 
congregations.”47 They gleaned this language from their Wesleyan heritage—it was John 
Wesley who first instructed Methodists to “sing no hymns of your own composing.”48 
While white Methodists of the era were also restricting “fugue tunes,” a type of song in 
which harmony and texture were created by the staggering of voice parts, Blacks seem to 
have used the same terminology to refer to an Africanized style of singing. Both had the 
same effect—they obscured the main melody line and “impeded the clear declamation of 
the text.”49 Southern notes, “it is improbable that the black congregations were actually 
singing the kind of “fugue tunes” popular among whites during the period. More likely, 
rather, their singing in the polyphonic African tradition produced the same effect upon 
listeners as did fugal singing—that is, the exotic polyphonic interweaving of melodies 
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obscured the texts of the hymns”50 Though black church leaders, especially AME leaders, 
worked hard to eliminate Africanized singing in worship services in the 1840s and 1850s 
(and had some success), these practices were reinvigorated in the 1860s and 1870s in 
congregations that added significant numbers of recently freed southern slaves to their 
rolls. This may help explain why Wesleyan language forbidding members to compose 
their own songs survived under the heading, “Of the Spirit and Truth of Singing” in the 
AME Discipline until 1885, much longer than it did in the MEC Discipline (shaped by 
white leadership), which omitted it in 1856.51 
 
Choral Music 
 
 Choirs developed into, perhaps, the most significant musical element of African 
American worship services in the nineteenth century. Although black churches, like 
many white churches, were sometimes initially resistant to the formation of choirs, they 
were generally accepted by the 1840s. When seventy-five African American members of 
Foundry ME Church in Washington, DC withdrew in 1836 to form their own church 
called Asbury ME Church, twenty-two of them sang in the upstart choir.52 Black 
churches seem to have begun using choirs a bit later than white churches, where they 
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began “under the impetus of the singing schools.”53 This is probably because singing 
schools were much less common among African Americans than whites. When choirs 
were introduced in black churches, it was typically at the urging of ministers who 
anticipated they would learn and lead hymns, thereby adding structure to services. In 
turn, it was hoped this would stifle the spontaneous creation of congregational song, 
which depending on the choir, it sometimes did. Nevertheless, by the post-emancipation 
period, choirs were in good favor, and as Jackson’s history of Asbury ME in Washington, 
DC explains, even attracted people from outside the church community. From the 1870s 
forward, black church choirs began to be seen as “evidence” of black talent, and even 
musical superiority. 
 As choirs developed, they began performing anthems by both white and black 
composers and sang in parts. A document listing the founding members of Shiloh Baptist 
Church in Washington, DC, organized in 1854, distinguishes the voice parts of some 
leading singers: 
James H. Payne was the first superintendent of the Sunday School following the 
organization of the church. For several years he was chairman of the Trustee 
Board, chief spokesman, and lay business genius of the group. He was outspoken, 
exact, plain, and firm. He was the leading tenor voice in the choir. Rebecca Payne 
was the wife of James H. Payne. She was a leading soprano in the first choir.”54  
 
In PE churches like St. Mary’s in Baltimore, the choir led in chanting and hymn singing 
during regular services and performed anthems and classical works for special occasions:  
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The chants used are Gregorian (Doran and Nottingham), the hymns are set to 
inspiriting tunes, interspersed at night with those familiar to the Methodists, such 
as “Coronation,” “There is a Fountain,” or “Nearer, my god to Thee.” On High 
Festivals, more difficult music is rendered, the Communion Services of B. Tours, 
Monk, Mac Farran, or Schubert, while at the offertory are introduced the 
“Alleluia Chorus,” the Gloria of Mozart’s Twelfth Mass, or “Mighty Jehovah.”55 
 
The fact that African American Episcopalians were singing a combination of Anglican 
chants, Methodist and Baptist hymns, and classical works, demonstrates the versatility 
and openness of urban blacks to a variety of musical styles and genres, as well as the 
interchange that existed between denominations. 
 As African American church choirs grew in strength and popularity, youth and 
children’s choirs also began to crop up. Their presence was considered to be a means for 
drawing the young, or parents of the young, into the church and enlivening services. 
Ebenezer ME Church in Washington formed their junior choir 
in the basement of Isreal [sic] C. M. E. Church, which at that time was located at 
First and B Streets, S.W. and was our place of worship during the construction of 
the present Ebenezer M. E. Church building. The Choir was organized to sing for 
the Epworth League, and was known as the Epworth League Choir, in which 
capacity it served up to the pastorate of Rev. S. H. Brown, who requested the 
Choir to sing for the evening services of the Church. . . . the Choir was requested 
to sing alternately with the Senior Choir, one month in the morning, and one 
month in the evening, in which manner it is still serving.56 
 
As a bishop for the AME church, Daniel Payne organized “the first celebration of 
Children’s Day” in 1882. During the spring and summer he “was quite busy . . . preparing 
. . . odes” for the event.57 Of the occasion, Payne recalled, 
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The songs and music, prepared by Rev. L. J. Coppin and myself, were 
commingled with some of the sweetest in the book, ‘White Robes.’ Dr. Tanner, 
the editor of our Church organ, and Rev. C. S. Smith, Corresponding Secretary of 
the Sunday School Union, with others, aided us in the celebration. The meeting 
was enthusiastic, and doubtless seed was sown that shall be productive of great 
good. In the evening we held another celebration at Ebenezer Church.”58  
 
Payne’s writing efforts and the use of White Robes, a “collection of songs, quartets, and 
choruses for Sunday-schools, devotional meetings, and the home circle” published 
around 1879, reveal that the children in the day’s service performed in ensembles for the 
attendees and likely sang in parts.59 
 One of the greatest benefits a choir offered to African American churches in the 
antebellum period was its potential for financial assistance. Over and over again when 
churches found themselves in dire financial straights, they would “get up” a concert. 
Trinity AME Church in Baltimore gave a concert similar to many of its day: 
The choir of Trinity church gave a grand concert on Sunday evening last. The 
exercises which were very interesting, consisted of choruses, solos, quartettes, 
scripture readings, addresses, etc. Mr. Howard E. Young delivered an interesting 
address, subject “Music.” Mr. Wm. B. Hamar, a solo entitled “Home so Blessed,” 
after which there was an intermission and the members and friends gave a very 
liberal collection, during which Mr. Jas. F. Randall sang the following soul 
stirring songs: “Jesus lover of my Soul” and “Ring the Bells at Heaven’s door,” 
which seemed to waft all Christians present many miles on their journey. . . . the 
collection amounted to nearly $45.00.60 
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When Ebenezer AME Church, Baltimore gave a “financial rally upon the part of the 
church and the congregation,” the Afro-American reported, “the choir sustained its 
reputation and poured forth beautiful and enchanting music which greatly added to the 
enjoyment of the occasion. A liberal offering during the day was made.”61 Choirs often 
took on financial responsibility for expenses like purchasing music or keeping the organ 
in repair. Sometimes they helped the church financially by paying a “room rent” to the 
trustees for use during rehearsal. The Bethel AME Church choir in Baltimore paid a 
monthly room rent of $1.50 in 1849 and by 1856, a rent of $2.00 a month.62 Though 
choirs in African American urban black churches began on shaky ground as the “new 
way” in the 1830’s, by the 1860’s they were fully accepted as a strong asset for the 
worship, outreach and financial mission of churches. 
 By the end of the century, choirs were a preeminent feature of African American 
churches, to the point that denominational leaders sometimes felt the need to pull in the 
reins of their influence and dominance in church life. The 1892 African Methodist 
Episcopal Zion (AMEZ) hymnal committee’s vehement preface concerning the priority 
of congregational singing tells something of the prominence choirs and select groups had 
come to have in African American churches near the end of the century, and how in 
many cases, they had become performance groups only: 
The services attending the dedication of Solomon’s Temple were rendered still 
more impressive and grand by the introduction of music. From the account given 
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us in Holy Writ there is every reason to conclude that the whole congregation 
must have joined in the song of praise which called down upon their heads the 
blessings of their divine Protector. . . . We cannot think that a part were silent 
while a “quartette,” or select few, were chanting the praises of the world’s 
Redeemer.63 
 
Later in the preface the committee was more specific in outlining the role music 
specialists should play in worship: 
What is the duty of the chorister,64 quartette, or choir? 
To lead the congregation in the singing of all the hymns which are read or 
announced from the pulpit. 
Should choirs ever monopolize the service of song in our Churches? 
Never, no more than a few should monopolize the prayers of our Churches. 
Should anthems and set pieces ever be sung by the choir or quartette alone? 
Just before the minister begins his first service, and immediately at the close, a 
good, appropriate—but spiritual—set piece or anthem will produce a good effect 
when well rendered by the choir.65  
 
As their skill and popularity developed, African American choirs established themselves 
as a powerful force in African American churches to the happiness of many and the 
chagrin of some. 
Organ Music 
 Only slightly second to the introduction of choirs to nineteenth-century African 
American churches was the introduction of the organ. About 1857,  
An organ for the first time was introduced in connection with the worship of the 
Church, at St. James [PE, Baltimore]. . . . Reproachful and sneering terms were 
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applied to the Church because of this introduction into the public services of the 
Church, the “devil’s music box.” Thus, the Church was an early witness for 
musical accessories in divine service.66  
 
This account of St. James’ purchase of an organ provides intriguing information about the 
views and practice of African Americans concerning instrumental music in the church. 
According to this record, no other church in the city had an organ by this time. Sharp 
Street ME Church, Baltimore states in its records that in 1870 they were the “First Black 
church in Baltimore to introduce music on a large scale with the installation of a large 
organ.”67 The two accounts illustrate the rapid change African Americans experienced in 
their view of the organ in only thirteen years. In 1857, African Americans in Baltimore 
were calling the organ the “devil’s music box,” but by 1870, were boasting over whose 
was the largest and the best. After emancipation, black churches joined in America’s 
fancy for the rapidly developing instrument, and eagerly added organs to their places of 
worship. When Asbury ME Church renovated its building in 1877, then minister E. W. S. 
Peck “was the first to introduce music in the church by putting in an organ; the older 
members objected at first, but soon fell in line.”68 Asbury already had a choir and 
congregational singing, so like many African American churches, this was the first 
instrumental music they had.  
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 Pipe organs were the church instrument of choice; however, it was more common 
for African American congregations to have a reed organ since they more affordable and 
less complicated to set up. Though it was a smaller instrument, the reed organ could 
make “a sound as soft as that of a Harmonica [and] could be increased in power to that of 
a full military band.”69 By the 1870’s the reed organ had been developed so as to have a 
“better approximation of the [pipe] organ tone quality and, significantly, those of the 
three other families of tones in a pipe organ: strings, reeds and flutes.”70 The keyboard 
was split to allow a variety of stop combinations to be used, a situation that encouraged 
creativity on the part of the player. Reed organs also had a slow attack meaning, “the 
sound of the reed builds up somewhat slowly after the key is depressed. This [would] 
lead the performer to [use] legato fingering, in which successive notes are played without 
a break between notes” which would result in a very smooth, connected sound.71 This 
would only lead to “legato fingering” if the organist was trained enough to know what it 
was and how to do it. Gellerman explains that “when the earliest reed organs were being 
built, musicians wishing to play them were either self-taught or had to rely on instruction 
books intended for other instruments.”72 It is likely that many of the first African 
American organists played the organ by ear. Without the use of legato fingering, the 
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sound of the organ would be choppy, percussive, and likely, more rhythmic. This sound 
combined with a variety of stop combinations meant that early African American 
organists had a great deal of freedom to make the organ “speak” as they liked.  
 Later in the century as churches continued to grow in numbers and prosperity, and 
as the popularity of the reed organ declined, African American churches like Shiloh 
Baptist in Washington, DC fitted their buildings with pipe organs: 
During Rev. Tayor’s pastorate the church greatly increased its membership. 
Again, to accommodate its members, Shiloh purchased the eighteen feet of 
ground in the rear of the building and enlarged the structure. It also purchased and 
installed a new pipe organ.73 
 
African American poet Josephine Heard wrote “The New Organ” in the late 1880’s for 
the dedication of a pipe organ. It summarizes the impressive effect such instruments had 
on African American congregations: 
THOU monstrous gilt and rainbow-tinted thing, 
With many as thousand mouthed tuneful throat, 
Helps us God’s praises here to day to sing, 
With happy hearts we raise our joyful note. 
 
What charms thou show’st to our uplifted gaze, 
Some mystic hand seems now to lend thee power, 
That fillest us with wonder and praise, 
And mute we stand and tremble and adore. 
 
Thou seems’t almost human in thy tones; 
Even he who built thee did not understand— 
Sometimes, low, plaintive, then so mirthful, 
That thou were peopled by an angel band. 
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“He who built” the organ and “did not understand” was in all probability a white man 
who would not have understood the significance acquiring a church organ held to African 
Americans previously denied the use of religious instruments, nor the African 
understanding of a God whose “mystic hand” could lend a sacred instrument power to 
raise its hearers above their earthly circumstances. 
 
Singing Schools 
 
 As African Americans gained access to education, books and literacy, some 
became interested in musical notation and the access it could bring them to hymnody, 
anthems, classical works and the popular music of the day. Until after the war, teaching 
African Americans to read music was illegal in many places. At St. Paul’s Episcopal 
Church in Wilmington, North Carolina, the African American choir was taught how to 
sing the psalms and hymns by ear.74 Singing schools that taught vocal skills and note 
reading were popular among whites in the early part of the century, and in the north, a 
few African American singing schools opened. The original rules of the African Union 
Meeting House in Providence, Rhode Island make it clear that an African American 
singing school was already underway in 1821:  
The gallery in the house shall never be occupied for a regular singing school,  
nor the house for any purpose contrary to the regulations laid down in this 
pamphlet. . . . As the vestry or school room is calculated for lectures . . . A singing 
school shall not be taught in this room, in the day when the reading school is kept; 
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nor on the evenings of Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday, during Autumn, 
Winter, and Spring; when these evenings are wanted for other purposes.75 
 
The meetinghouse had “a vestry” to be used for educational purposes. It was “in this 
room [that] Mr. Wade established his school for instruction in sacred musick two 
evenings in the week.”76 These schools taught amateur musicians to read music utilizing 
a method called “shape note” singing, in which note shapes were associated with certain 
scale degrees, thereby eliminating the need to use sharps, flats or the various key 
signatures. Many hymnals and gospel songbooks were produced using shape notes, but 
there is little evidence to suggest black churches were using these with any regularity.  
 African American singing schools were probably not opened in the south until 
after emancipation, at which point the movement had passed the height of its popularity. 
Still, Thomas P. Bell, the choir director at Asbury ME Church in Washington, DC, “was 
the first to organize the Sunday afternoon Singing School” sometime in the late 1860s, 
and apparently, “Persons from all parts of the city would fill the lecture room of the 
Church every Sunday afternoon and this continued for years.”77 The 1892 AMEZ hymnal 
indicates that singing schools were still a part of African American church life at the end 
of the century, or at least that the denominational authorities desired them to be. The 
preface instructed, “every church should hold stated singing meetings, for the purpose of 
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rehearsing the tunes for the coming Sabbath, for the general improvement in music; and 
the whole congregation, with the choir, should attend these meetings.”78 There is, of 
course, no way to know how many congregational members were singing by note in 
African American churches, only that there was a push to encourage note reading and 
rehearsal.  
 
Hymns and Gospel Songs 
 
 During and after the Reconstruction period, border city black churches 
increasingly published, purchased, and used denominational hymnals and popular gospel 
songbooks. Even from the days of slavery, hymnals, and the hymns they contained, were 
considered a privilege to have and read. Belle Caruthers, a slave in Mississippi recalled “I 
found a hymn book one day and spelled out, ‘When I Can Read My Title Clear.’ I was so 
happy when I saw that I could really read that I ran around telling all the other slaves.”79 
Aside from the Bible, a hymnal was frequently the most common book African 
Americans wanted to be able to read. Richard Allen, the founder of the AME Church, 
published the first African American hymnal, A Collection of Spiritual Songs and Hymns, 
Selected from Various Authors, in 1801.80 It included “wandering refrains” to be “freely 
attached to one or more hymns,” and it incorporated songs from the African American 
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oral tradition. Sometimes African Americans wrote hymns for conferences, special 
occasions or fundraising purposes. For instance, on April 30, 1887, the “Daughters of the 
Conference,” part of the Delaware ME Conference, met to discuss business. The minutes 
from the day state that, 
The Patron presented and gave an account of printed matter, which had been done 
for [the] benefit of [the] Association. . . . [the] Secretary presented fifty hymns to 
[the] Association. . . . On motion by Mrs. A. C. Brinkley, Secretary, traveling 
expenses and bill of printing were ordered to be paid.81  
 
It has generally been supposed that African Americans who remained in connection with 
the MEC (white) used its denomination’s hymnal and did not produce hymns of their 
own. This report seems to indicate that ME African Americans did write, or at least 
collected, hymns for worship that were meaningful to them. Further, as this report makes 
clear, women were involved in the publishing of musical material, and quite likely, the 
writing of it.  
 Though African Americans wrote a number of hymns, they nonetheless filled 
their hymnals primarily with hymns by white, English hymnists; however, it is important 
to consider the choice they had in selecting songs for worship. Nineteenth-century 
hymnals were often very lengthy; it was not uncommon for such hymnals to contain as 
many as five hundred to a thousand hymns. African Americans were free to choose songs 
that mattered to them. At the Annual Meeting of Colored Ministers of Congregational 
and Presbyterian Churches held in New York in September 1859, the Advent hymn 
“Watchman! Tell us of the Night” by white hymnist, Lowell Mason was sung at their 
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Sunday evening meeting at Shiloh Presbyterian Church in New York. This Advent hymn, 
sung out of season, was a noteworthy choice and warranted mentioning in the New York 
paper, The Weekly Anglo-African: 
Watchman! tell us of the night, 
What its signs of promise are; 
Traveler! O’er yon mountain’s height, 
See that glory beaming star! 
Watchman! does its beauteous ray 
Aught of joy or hope fore-tell? 
Traveler! yes, it brings the day, 
Promised day of Israel. 
 
Watchman! tell us of the night, 
For the morning seems to dawn, 
Traveler! darkness takes its flight. 
Doubt and terror are withdrawn. 
Watchman! Let thy wanderings cease. 
Hie thee to thy quiet home: 
Traveler! lo! the Prince of Peace, 
Lo! The Son of God is come.82 
 
With thousands of African Americans oppressed and in bondage and a Civil War less 
than two years away, the significance of this hymn’s optimism and biblical allusion to the 
“Promised day of Israel” are obvious. When the ministers sang this hymn in conference 
together, they drew on Old Testament freedom imagery to speak about their own 
liberation and the liberation of all African Americans. 
 Gospel songs and hymns were the new music of the post Civil War period, and 
African Americans enjoyed using this spirited, evangelical music in their worship. 
Through the use of compound meters (notes subdivided into threes instead of twos) and 
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dotted rhythms (long, short, long, short), gospel songs incorporated “rhythms of life” 
such as the sounds of horse and carriage, the railroad, and the battle drums and victory 
marches of a recently ended war. They were of a simple musical style and used “simple 
major-key melodies and corresponding simple harmonies” with slow harmonic rhythm 
(very few chord changes) and “fuller use of chromatic melodies.”83 Revival song leaders 
such as Ira Sankey, who partnered with Dwight Moody, composed uncomplicated songs 
with memorable refrains so that the masses of people attending their tent meetings could 
easily join in. Sankey, who accompanied himself on a traveling reed organ, was so 
prolific and well known that his songs became known as “Sankeys.”  The personal 
language and lively quality of gospel songs appealed to African Americans. Walter F. 
Pitts, Jr. in his work on African American Baptists states that, 
During Reconstruction Afro-Baptists sang these new songs, called ‘Sankeys,’ 
composed in varied meters. Just as many freed men and women changed their old 
slave names and former gloomy styles of dress, and took up new social activities, 
so black Baptists adopted these white-inspired songs as a symbol of their new free 
status.84  
 
Whether because they were symbols of a new life and status or because their message 
resonated with an African American spirituality, gospel hymnody found a home in 
African American churches in the second half of the nineteenth century. 
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Employing Music Specialists 
 
 With the development of various choirs, the purchase and installation of organs, 
the rise of concerts and other musical events, singing school and Sunday school music 
programs and the use of hymnals and gospel songbooks, nineteenth-century border city 
black churches needed talented musicians to lead their foray of musical endeavors. 
Generally, it was the choir leader who gave direction to the church’s music program. The 
1892 AMEZ hymnal committee told churches they could best enhance congregational 
singing and the worship life of the church, “by obtaining the best chorister you can, if 
possible a devoted Christian, whose duty it should be not only to have charge of the 
music in Church and in Sabbath-school, but also to teach and drill the people at the stated 
singing meetings.85 Choristers were frequently well-educated leaders in their 
communities and churches, as in the case of Asbury ME Church in Washington, DC, 
whose choir director and trustee, Benjamin McCoy, was reported to be “one of the early 
negro educators of the city.”86 By the 1870’s the choral program in some African 
American churches was so developed with its variety of children and adult choirs that an 
assistant choir director was deemed necessary. In 1872, Asbury’s assistant choir director 
was Joseph Ambush,  
a local preacher, a principal of a private school of his own, the assistant chorister 
of the Asbury Church Choir, and a recording steward of the church, the 
superintendent of the Public Service of the city and many other things which 
claimed his attention. He was the greatest tenor singer in the country.87 
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Black church histories frequently credit their choirs and choir leaders as one of their 
greatest assets, as in the case Ebenezer ME Church in Washington, DC where “during the 
pastorate of Rev. William Draper . . . the choir, under the leadership of his son, Professor 
James E. Draper, attained great notice.”88 Though men often filled the role of chorister, 
the position was not limited to a man when a woman was best qualified for the job. 
Emma Ransom, the wife of AME pastor Reverdy C. Ransom, led music at many of the 
churches where her husband served. After marrying her husband in 1887, she 
assisted her husband in organizing Sunday schools, kindergartens, and youth 
groups at each church appointment. She encouraged and led efforts to introduce 
the congregants to black spirituals as well as classical compositions. Under her 
guidance, the churches became known for the excellence of their choral music.89  
 
Choir directors working in nineteenth-century urban black churches were responsible for 
leading choirs, overseeing growing and sometimes elaborate music programs, as well as 
encouraging congregational singing during worship services and Sunday school. 
 Organists were also vital to the musical life of nineteenth-century African 
American churches in border cities. As organ music became more characteristic of urban 
black worship, skilled organists were in high demand. As the century progressed, more 
and more of these skilled players were women. Dr. Susan S. McKinney Steward, an 
African American medical doctor born in 1848 in New York, “had a talent for music; this 
she cultivated[,] making it a source of both pleasure and profit. She studied under John 
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Zundel, of Plymouth Church, and for years was organist and choirmaster in the Bridge 
Street African Methodist Church.”90 Trained organists were usually put on salary and 
were regularly earning $8.00 to $12.00 a month by the 1880’s. The trustees at Plymouth 
Congregational United Church, Washington, DC, recommended on March 27th, 1893 
“that, by request of Mrs. Baunaugh, and on account of the many times that she is called 
upon outside of the regular service of the Church, as organist, that her salary be raised 
from $8.33 to $10.00 per month.”91 An organ pumper was sometimes employed to pump 
the crank that maintained the air pressure needed to create sound in certain reed organs. 
At Bethel AME Church in Baltimore, an “organ blower” was employed as early as 1864 
and as late as 1901.92 Organists were responsible for accompanying choirs and 
congregational hymn singing on Sunday mornings. The 1887 AME Order of Service 
directed organists to play a “short prelude” “Immediately after prayer” indicating that by 
that time, organists also performed solos for worship.93 Sometimes, as the most trained 
musician available, the organist was also the choir director, as in the case of McKinney 
Steward and others. In addition to public worship, the many concerts, celebrations and 
conferences held by urban black churches in the nineteenth century utilized the abilities 
of a skilled organist.  
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Special Events and Celebrations 
 
 Nineteenth-century urban Blacks loved holding church concerts, festivals, 
“soirees,” and commemorative celebrations where music was the main feature, or a 
significant portion of the event. African American newspapers gave details of various 
church concerts such as, “The GRAND CONCERT AT the Bridge Street Church, 
Brooklyn, (postponed on account of the storm) will positively take place NEXT 
MONDAY EVENING, Dec., 12, 185094 or, “Professor G. T. Simpson, the great tenor 
singer, will give a concert at the Patterson Ave. Baptist Church next Monday night May 
1st.”95 All sorts of music was performed at these events, which often featured the church 
choir, smaller ensembles or solos by church members. In the 1830s,  
The compositions of Bellini, Gluck, Haydn, Mozart, and Rossini were performed 
with increasing frequency. Every now and then, the music of black composers 
was performed—most often, compositions of William Appo, Francis Johnson, 
and Robert C. Jones. Sometimes a concert was given over primarily to the music 
of one composer, most frequently Handel.96 
 
By late century, urban black churches comprised something of a concert circuit for 
traveling musicians. Du Bois described the phenomenon: 
The favorite entertainment is a concert with solo singing, instrumental music, 
reciting, and the like. Many performers make a living by appearing at these 
entertainments in various cities, and often they are persons of training and ability, 
although not always. So frequent are these and other church exercises that there 
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are few Negro churches which are not open four to seven nights in a week and 
sometimes one or two afternoons in addition.97 
 
Musicians like Baptist minister Henry Jeter and his family performed concerts throughout 
various cities. On one occasion, “There was an audience of 800 persons at the Nineteenth 
Street Baptist Church [Washington, DC] to hear the Jeter Family.”98 African American  
 
Figure 2. Henry N. Jeter and family. Courtesy of Documenting the American South, University 
Library, The University of Chapel Hill. 
 
church concerts were a well-established tradition by the end of the century; they were 
sponsored by a variety of organizations and continued to be a source of income for border 
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city black congregations (and later, for black musicians). Urban black churches were the 
center of African American social and cultural activity. As such, they hosted a variety of 
African American musical presentations, sometimes sacred, sometimes not, to benefit the 
spiritual or financial missions of their congregations. 
 Like the rest of Americans in the latter half of the nineteenth century, African 
Americans enjoyed observing what Southern has referred to as “one big spectacular event 
after another,” and in urban black communities, the church was the perfect place to do 
it.99 African Americans held commemorative celebrations to honor the signing of the 
Emancipation Proclamation, the addition of the Thirteenth Amendment, American 
Independence and various denominational and racial landmarks such as the founding of 
African American churches. Thankfulness was to be the primary focus of the New Jersey 
AME Conference’s American Independence Centennial celebration. Showing itself to be 
“alive to the religious, intellectual and political interests of its people,” the Conference 
announced, 
The fourth of July, 1876, should be appropriately celebrated by all of our 
churches and people by devout thanksgiving to Almighty God by special religious 
services and liberal offerings; therefore be it, Resolved, That the thanksgiving 
service commence on the first day of July, 1876, and close on the fourth day, to 
be celebrated at such times and places as may best suit the convenience of the 
societies and churches.100  
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Patriotism was a typical expression during such festivities, and patriotic songs held 
significant meaning for African Americans. At one post-war celebration, Blacks and 
whites assembled to hear a program of speeches and band music. At its close, a few 
African Americans began singing “My Country ‘Tis of Thee.” Others soon joined them, 
but “when some whites also attempted to join the singing, Colonel Higginson waved 
them to silence; the new citizens of the Union alone sang all the verses of their new 
national anthem.”101 At the evening service of the AMEZ Centennial service in 1896, 
“My Country ‘Tis of Thee” was sung by the entire congregation. Placed at the beginning 
of the service, it was prefaced only by Handel’s “Hallelujah Chorus” and prayer. The 
dramatic placement of this patriotic hymn in the order of service signifies its importance 
to African Americans; preceded by the “Hallelujah Chorus,” it must have had a moving 
effect. 
 At African American festivals and commemorative events, celebration and song 
were inseparable companions. The 1876 edition of the AME hymnal clearly demonstrates 
this connection in a hymn called “Freedom’s Morn” under the heading “Anniversary of 
Freedom.”  The hymn, written by W. H. Young and sung to the same tune as “My 
Country ‘Tis of Thee,” demonstrates the exultation African Americans felt at being able 
to lift their voices in freedom: 
All hail! Fair Freedom’s morn, 
When Afric’s sons were born, 
We bless this day. 
From slavery we are freed, 
No more our hearts will bleed— 
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Lord, make us free indeed. 
To Thee we pray. 
 
Bless’d day of liberty, 
We raise our songs to thee, 
Day of the free; 
Our voices loud we raise, 
In freedom’s joyful lays, 
In songs of joy and praise, 
O God to thee.102  
 
Whether for entertainment, financial gain, celebration or commemoration, musical 
performance was core to nineteenth-century urban black church life. 
 
Outdoor Religious Meetings 
 
 Camp meetings, a continuation of early African American Christian tradition, 
remained a significant and vibrant element of worship life for urban Blacks in border 
cities. In addition, these meetings offered another opportunity for Blacks to highlight 
their musical prowess, especially before whites. In 1859, the New York Times told about 
the annual camp meeting at Flushing, “which is regularly gotten up under the auspices of 
the colored people from various religious societies in this city.” This particular year “The 
branch of Zion Church, under the ministerial charge of the Rev. Wm. Bishop,” was 
responsible, “but there are present delegations from the Bethel, Union, and other 
churches of colored Methodists, both in this city and from the villages on Long Island.”  
The Times reported, 
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Yesterday being a “great day” at the encampment, the grove was visited by large 
numbers of people, colored and white, in about equal proportions, to witness the 
peculiar modes of worship adopted by these out-of-door meetings. . . . More than 
four thousand persons, it was estimated, went from this city yesterday over the 
Flushing Railroad from Hunter’s Point, a majority of whom visited the camp-
meeting. . . . The groups of colored people who gathered around their tents 
yesterday, to chant their peculiar melodies, were the centre of attraction to crowds 
of white people, who appeared to take great pleasure in listening to their 
singing.103 
 
African American leaders seemingly tried to delineate what type of music was 
appropriate for what type of event, whether Sabbath day hymn or camp meeting song. 
Black denominational hymnals often had sections in the back for revivals and camp 
meetings. These songs deviated from the typical English hymns found in the bulk of 
hymnals (composers like Isaac Watts, Charles Wesley, Samuel Medley, Reginald Heber, 
Augustus Toplady and Philip Doddridge were the mainstay of African American 
denominational hymnals) and included hymns and traditional songs by African American 
composers as well as gospel songs. When assembling the 1876 AME hymnal, Bishop 
Henry McNeal Turner included under the heading “Revivals,” “a large number of old 
‘Zion songs’ . . . to accommodate even the most illiterate.” Turner called these songs for 
camp meetings “good old soul-inspiring songs” both “time honored” and “precious.” 
Nevertheless, Turner included certain choices in his hymnal in an attempt to rein in the 
“spiritual songs” he deemed “devoid of both sense and reason; . . . some [of which] are 
absolutely false and vulgar” that apparently were common at camp meetings.104 
                                                
103 Weekly Anglo-African (New York), September 3, 1859. 
 
104 H. M. Turner, ed. The Hymn Book of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, Being a 
Collection of Hymns, Sacred Songs and Chants, Designed to Supersede All Others Hitherto Made Use of in 
138 
 
Frequently, songs marked for camp meetings had refrains and were overall more 
repetitive in style, following suit with traditional African American music. For example, 
hymn number 1046 in Turner’s hymnal makes use of repetitive phrases like “by and by:” 
Our bondage it shall end, by and by, 
From Egypt’s yoke set free; 
Hail the glorious jubilee, 
And to Canaan we’ll return, by and by. 
 
Our Deliverer he shall come, by and by, 
And our sorrows have an end, 
With our threescore years and ten, 
And vast glory crown the day, by and by.105 
 
It was at camp meetings that the more rousing, traditional African American songs 
thrived among urban Blacks, and according to Southern, it was “where the singing of 
‘spiritual songs’ not only was permitted but was actively encouraged. It may well be that 
some of the same people who sang the music of Mozart and Haydn in concerts of sacred 
music during the winter months joined in the singing of the much maligned spirituals at 
the summer camp meetings.”106 Southern further postulates that the custom of singing 
one kind of music in the church and another at the camp meeting “would have been 
squarely in the African tradition, which allows for no sharp line of distinction between 
the sacred and the secular, between the religious and the profane, except where the 
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function of the music is involved.”107 Summer camp meetings were a favorite season of 
musical activity for African Americans in border cities throughout the nineteenth 
century—a season sanctioned by church leaders, celebrated by church members, and 
noticed by whites. 
 
The Function of African American Religious Music 
 Religious music functioned in various ways to assert the values and psychological 
needs of slaves and free Blacks and to communicate within and without their community.  
Asserting that common threads of an inherited African sensibility survived in the 
religious music of both slaves and free Blacks, this section takes a dialectical form, 
setting the two types of musical expression side by side in order to trace continuities and 
discuss differences. Because slave culture was often quite distinct and removed from 
white culture, African forms were preserved in slave communities in a more literal sense 
and at times are more easily identifiable. Urban black church communities, because of 
the religious roots they shared with whites and their more constant cultural exchange with 
white society, infused their African heritage with experiences from mainstream culture. 
Representing another twist in the kaleidoscope of African American religious music, 
colors of meaning and influence are sometimes more muted, sometimes more obvious, in 
nineteenth-century black church music than in slave spirituals and worship. How urban 
black churchmen and churchwomen used music to gain a sense of bodily unity is more 
subtle than in the case of slaves, for instance, while understanding how they used music 
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to preserve spiritual memories and lift up black humanity is much easier to see. It is 
possible, through an examination of both religious slave music and urban black worship, 
to gain a deeper understanding of how music functioned in a religious setting to uphold 
the values, traditions and dignity of African Americans. 
 
Creating Sacred Space 
 
 Through music, slaves and free Blacks reclaimed space for sacred purposes. 
When they sang to and about their God, they were making an environment that was 
pleasing to them and conducive to worship. Charlotte Brooks recalled her days as a slave: 
I tell you we used to have some good times together praying and singing. [Master] 
did not want us to pray, but we would have our little prayer-meeting anyhow. 
Sometimes when we met to hold our meetings we would put a big wash-tub full of 
water in the middle of the floor to catch the sound of our voices when we sung. 
When we all sung [we] would march around and shake each other’s hands, and we 
would sing easy and low, so marster [sic] could not hear us. O, how happy I used to 
be in those meetings, although I was a slave!108    
 
To slaves, religious meetings were powerful events that warranted their staying up “half 
the night,” though they were no doubt exhausted from the day’s hard work. Spirituals 
were more than simple songs for enjoyment or recreation. In a “plain brush church 
house” or deep in the woods, the sounds of their songs mingled with dirt floors, plain 
walls or lofty trees, and an upside down kettle or blankets soaked with water to create a 
mystical experience. Handshaking and marching, slaves transformed their surroundings 
to demarcate space and time that was sacred. It was song that brought this combination of 
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setting, movement and religious understanding together to make meetings worshipful. 
Frank Birch Brown explains how factors work collectively to make an “aesthetic milieu:” 
The aesthetic effect derives from more than meets the eye. The aesthetic object is 
constituted not just by what is seen but by how it is seen—that is, by what it is 
seen as—which  depends partly on its whole milieu, including the contexts of 
perception and various things that we know or think we know . . . by 
incorporating what is not artistic or aesthetic. . . . this material is then transformed 
in the aesthetic milieu.109 
 
Slaves understood music to be the transforming force that gave their worship spaces 
beauty and significance.  
 Free Blacks also used music to take whatever physical space they had and make it 
a place of joy and reverence. St. Philip’s Mission, an African American PE congregation 
in Baltimore, “worshiped in a small hall over a feed-store on Howard street:” 
The room gave evidence of care and an attempt at reverence, yet it was cheerless 
in the extreme. On one side was a large tank, used as a font by a former pastor . . . 
The small altar had once been a shopkeeper’s counter. An altar frontal spoke of 
loving hands but poverty of resources. On this . . . diminutive altar were two tiny 
candlesticks. They were not even as large as those carried by a prominent New 
York rector in his pocket to his church . . . Between these candlesticks was a 
[donated] black walnut cross as large as the altar. 
 
Music allowed St. Phillip’s members to transform this bare space into their sanctuary.  
Evidently, the room’s “peculiarities were forgotten, when the service began in the 
enjoyment of the hearty responses, the sweet music, the reverence, the unostentatious yet 
ardent earnestness of the people,” and “the enjoyment was not seriously interrupted even 
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by the rats which ran about the floor during the service.”110 Music and singing were at the 
heart of the slaves’ and free Blacks’ religious meetings and helped to create an aesthetic 
and spiritual environment. When they sang together, walls and trees, up-turned pots, tiny 
altars, rat infested floors, and otherwise humble surroundings were elevated to sacred 
status. 
 For African Americans, having space that was their own was a right of freedom. 
After emancipation, and as the century progressed, buying or building church buildings 
was a priority for church leaders, especially in urban areas where the African American 
population was rapidly expanding. When new black churches were inaugurated, music 
solemnized the ceremony. The Weekly Anglo-African gave “A brief sketch of the 
religious ceremonies at the opening of the First Colored American Congregational 
Church, [New York], on Sunday, May 27th, [1860].” It said, “The exercises were 
introduced by Rev. Jas. M. Williams, of Brooklyn, by reading the 8th chapter of 1st Kings 
and the 84th Psalm. Then followed singing by the choir, a prayer . . . and more singing.111 
The 1876 AME Hymnal had for the first time, a section entitled “Dedication of Churches 
& Laying of Corner-stones,” demonstrating both the commonplaceness of church 
building by that time and the demand for hymnody appropriate to sanctify such 
celebrations.112  
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 When possible, nineteenth-century African Americans enhanced the visual stimuli 
associated with music making to bolster the aesthetic atmosphere of their religious 
settings. The circular form of the slaves’ ring shout demonstrates their penchant for 
combining eye-appealing form to the performance of religious music. Free Blacks 
continued this tradition, especially through the developing role of the church choir. As 
choirs grew in popularity, African Americans used their presence and placement to affect 
the impact of their worship music. The majority of black choirs probably did not wear 
robes until at least the end of the nineteenth century due to a lack of means, but it is clear 
that they sat in front of the congregation and many times had matching hymnals and 
sometimes music folders.113 When AME pastor Rev. T. G. Steward arrived at his new 
post in Wilmington, Delaware in 1872, he said the building was “not such as to awaken 
within me pleasant feelings.” It was 
without architectural beauty, of one story, ceiling low, windows small, wretchedly 
lighted by day and worse at night by its unsightly and inadequate gas fixtures. The 
interior was in dark colors, and was dirty withal. On the floor were spittoons, saw-
dust filled, and around the walls were the head marks of the more than seven 
sleepers. It had a small loft in front occupied by a choir, led by one Peter Blake, a 
barber of not the highest reputation, a good musician, however, and faithful in his 
services.114 
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Steward’s description of the choir’s position, in contrast to that of the building, indicates 
the importance he assigned it as part of the aesthetic milieu. Because the choir was one of 
the primary focal points of black church worship, its appearance was a top financial 
priority. When Shiloh Baptist Church in Newport, Rhode Island received a fifty-dollar 
donation, they used it to pay off their organ and furnish the choir with “cane-seat 
chairs.”115 African Americans signified the value of music in worship by making sure 
musicians and music-related accessories were pleasing to the eye as well as the ear.  
 Organs were an important focal point of black church worship and may represent 
a continuance of African tradition, which assigned primordial significance to a sacred, 
rhythmic instrument and its skilled performer. Though little if any has been said about the 
transference of African sacred drum playing to organ playing in African American 
churches, the parallel can hardly be missed. Herskovits explains that West African public 
ritual— 
where drums are most in evidence—are held in large open or partially opened 
rooms . . . centering about a rectangular dancing space. Spectators occupy 
bleacher-like seats on either side of this space. . . . At the center of the other end, 
opposite the door . . . is a small platform, often with a railing about it. Here the 
drummers sit, playing the rhythms that call the gods, bring on possession, control 
the choreography of the dance, and, at times, represent the voice of the god who is 
being worshipped. . . . This platform is the focal point of the action. . . .116 
Generally the only instrument in nineteenth-century border city black churches, an organ, 
was central, and from its place in the front it controlled the flow and activity of the 
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service. Music was at the heart of African American religious meetings. Making it, and 
seeing it made, were key to establishing a sacred, aesthetic environment. 
 
Building Religious Community 
 
 The egalitarian singing-style of slave music facilitated community purpose and 
communication within slave societies. As later case studies will show, free Blacks, to 
varying degrees, continued using this form of song to the same end. Singing was a group 
activity that required the active participation of each member and established an 
environment “where ‘everybody’s heart was in tune.’”117 The musical structure of the 
spirituals with their improvisational character and repeated refrain “gave them the 
capacity to fit an individual [person’s] specific experience into the consciousness of the 
group.”118 The conversational “call and response” style of singing allowed African 
Americans to speak both to God and to each other about their condition. Costen asserts, 
“in music and song, Africans in America were lifted closer to God and to each other as 
they struggled to bear the conditions of their forced situations.”119 Together in worship, 
African Americans sang of their God-given worth and communicated with each other. 
 In continuation with African and African American slave culture, urban Blacks 
used religious music to nurture a sense of community. In oppressive urban environments 
where they were denied access to jobs, education, a seat on the train, and countless other 
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daily comforts and opportunities for success, the Black Church was a refuge. In church, 
African American came together to find support and strength and rally around shared 
purposes. Urban Blacks sang together at every church meeting: trustees meetings, 
stewards meetings, society meetings, “entertainments,” Sunday school, class meetings 
and Sunday morning and evening services. For such occasions they sang hymns like, 
Help us to help each other, Lord, 
Each other’s cross to bear; 
Let each his friendly aid afford, 
And feel his brother’s care. 
 
Help us to build each other up; 
Our little stock improve; 
Increase our faith, confirm our hope 
And perfect us in love. 
 
Up into thee, our living Head, 
Let us in all things grow; 
Till thou hast made us free indeed, 
And spotless here below.120 
 
The emotional, cathartic, creative process of singing meaningful words about belief and 
unity intensified the bond between African Americans of various backgrounds and 
experience. 
 More research is needed to make a definitive statement as to the degree 
nineteenth-century urban Blacks viewed their ancestors, the living-dead, as part of their 
religious communities; however, preliminary study of urban black church life and 
worship, indicates that those who had gone on before were still considered part of the 
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circle. Christian theology of heaven and the afterlife easily dovetailed with African 
beliefs about the dead. When they came together as a body, they sang hymns that 
lyricized an eschatology of unity between the dead in Christ and those still on earth. For 
example, 
The Lord of Sabbath let us praise, 
In concert with the blest, 
Who, joyful in harmonious lays, 
Employ an endless rest. 
 
Thus, Lord, while we remember thee 
We bless’d and pious grow 
By hymns of praise we learn to be 
Triumphant here below.121 
 
When African Americans drew on their Protestant evangelical heritage for musical 
resources, many of the hymns they chose were written by whites and sung by whites; 
however, as has been argued previously, African Americans invested them with meaning 
relevant to their own spiritual views and experiences. This manner of modifying 
Christian beliefs or language to reflect a distinctly African American understanding of 
legacy and the afterlife is perhaps clearer to see in the lines of a Semi-Centennial Hymn 
written by African American H. C. Morgan, a deacon of the African Union Society in 
Newport, Rhode Island, in 1871: 
Thy Word for two score years and ten 
Has been our sure support, 
And for Thy grace we still contend, 
All else we count as nought. 
The fathers, who in days of yore 
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Laid here the corner stone, 
Have passed away;—their work is o’er: 
We’re left! but not alone. 
 
The Spirit which in them was found, 
In us shall still remain; 
Satan may rage—we’ll stand our ground 
Till the last foe is slain. 
They fifty years ago did call 
On Thee; Thou said ‘twas well: 
They fell, dear Lord—so may we fall 
Ere the Centennial. 
 
O, praise the Lord for all the past! 
Trust Him for all to come, 
Our fathers we shall meet at last, 
In our Eternal Home; 
And when before, the throne we stand, 
There waiting for our crown, 
When Christ extends to us His hand, 
Our praise shall still resound.122 
 
Urban Blacks placed a high value on unity with others who understood their burdens, 
both past and present. Community, so important to a cross-section of people divided from 
all others, was created, affirmed and reinforced through religious music. 
 Slave community and urban black community were further reinforced through the 
observation of important rites of passage such as weddings and funerals, where music 
was a fixed aspect. Often slaves were not allowed to have weddings, so, as Rina Brown a 
former slave put it, they “just took up together.”123 Jake Dawkins, a slave in Mississippi 
described a common marriage practice among slaves, “Old Marster would get a boy and 
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a gal that had been walkin’ together and tell ‘em he’s going to marry them. He take a 
paper and read some stuff off of it and then say ‘Nigger, jump the broom!’ And he’d 
make them both jump over a broom and then say they was married.” After the wedding 
ritual was complete, music and celebration solidified the union. James Lucas remembered 
after the broom ceremony, “then everybody’d get right. Us could dance near ‘bout all 
night. The old-time fiddlers played fast music, and us all clapped hands and tromped and 
swayed in time to the music. Us sho’ made the rafters ring.”124  
 Nineteenth-century urban Blacks celebrated marriages with religious music, but to 
varying degrees. African American newspapers ran marriage announcements, 
occasionally mentioning a church wedding like that of Lula Hooper to Nathaniel Drewry, 
which “took place at Union Baptist Church [Baltimore] Wednesday evening, April 26th 
[1893], at 7:30 o’clock.”125 More often they were married at home. A “Brilliant 
Wedding” received special attention from The Afro-American, which gave details of “the 
marriage of Miss Lillie E. Moore to Mr. Ernest Taylor” on April 19, 1893. According to 
the paper, 
It was the most brilliant wedding that has occurred in the Monumental City for a 
long time. The parlors were tastefully decorated with flowers and plants. While 
Miss Washington of Newport, R.I., played the wedding march, the bride preceded 
by six ushers entered the parlor on the arm of her step-father, Mr. Henry Kane, 
meeting Mr. Taylor under a bell of roses where Rev. Dr. Weaver tied the 
matrimonial knot. The bride wore a white cotelle silk, trimmed with point a La 
Plaque lace, cut V neck, and carrying a bouquet of roses. Miss Emma Jones, the 
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bridesmaid, was charmingly attired in fawn cotelle silk . . . the presents were 
numerous and elaborate.126  
 
This family’s affluence allowed them either to own or rent an instrument; however, it is 
probable that music was most likely performed a capella in many home weddings 
because no instrument was available. Hymns were used, at least in church ceremonies; 
and by 1876 the AME hymnal had a section specifically dedicated to weddings.127 Urban 
black weddings were noticeably less marked than funerals, a fact that points to the 
prevalence of death in urban black communities and stands in continuity with the reality 
of black existence. 
 Slave funerals were more common than wedding celebrations, but were often held 
at night when they would not detract from getting work done. Raboteau describes the 
aesthetic milieu of night funerals: 
[They were] impressive, solemn, and eerie ceremonies. The procession from the 
quarters to the grave site lit by pine-knot torches, the “wild” mournful strains of 
the hymns, the prayers of the slave preacher, the graves marked with posts and, as 
in Africa, decorated with the broken belongings of the deceased, all formed a 
dramatic backdrop for the slave community’s farewell to one of its members.128  
 
Funerals like this involved a myriad of senses, especially the hearing of woeful spiritual 
songs. Ex-slave Lizzie Williams remembered, “When niggers died you could hear 
someone goin’ on the road singin: ‘Hark, from the Tomb the Mournful Sound.’”129 Susan 
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Snow said, “I never will forget one song they sung when they buried anybody. It made 
Old Marster, Mist’ess and all of ‘em cry. Us chillun cried, too. It went like this:” 
My mother prayed in the wilderness, 
In the wilderness, 
In the wilderness. 
My mother prayed in the wilderness. 
And then I’m a-goin’ home. 
 
Then I’m a-goin’ home. 
Then I’m a-goin’ home. 
 
We’ll all make ready, Lord, 
And then I’m a goin’ home.130 
 
Howard Thurman described the slaves’ closeness to death as “a familiar part of the 
commonplace pattern of daily experience.”  It was from this “full, rich knowledge of 
fact” that the spirituals were born. The slave community sang about the frustration of 
being left behind when someone died: 
You needn’t mind my dying, 
You needn’t mind my dying, 
You needn’t mind my dying, 
Jesus goin’ to make up my dying bed. 
 
In my dying room I know, 
Somebody is going to cry. 
All I ask you to do for me, 
Just close my dying eyes.131 
 
When a member of the slave community died, it was a shared community experience and 
was marked by religious song. 
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 Border city black church records provide details about funerals and frequently 
include eulogies about the deceased. Religious belief and ritual evidently gave meaning 
to death; religious song was a way of confirming belief in the afterlife and music a way 
of celebrating the beginning of life in glory. A dramatic funeral took place at Asbury ME 
church in 1891 when the choir leader died while singing over the body. The record states, 
Too much cannot be said of Prof. Bell for he was truly a great man. He led the 
choir for twenty-five consecutive years. In the fall of 1891 he fell at his post while 
singing the hymn, “Asleep in Jesus, O How Sweet,” over the remains of the Rev. 
Henry Pickney. The following Sunday his remains laid before the altar.132 
 
Professor Bell must have been singing with great gusto to lead to such a death; such vivid 
sights and sounds surely awakened the religious imaginations of those present. African 
Americans had a variety of hymns for use at funeral and memorial services. In 1886, a 
typical entry in the Delaware Conference minutes stated, “The order of the day, the 
Memorial Services[,] was taken up at 11 a.m. The hymn ‘Why do we mourn for dying 
friends’ was sung, after which memoirs and remarks were made of the deceased.”133 The 
organ, too, became more and more a part of the funeral liturgy. In October of 1894, 
Charles Dungee, the long time organist at Bethel AME Church in Baltimore, requested a 
raise. The trustees’ minutes state,  
Balto, Oct. 1st, 1894 
New business. A communication from Chas. Dungee asking that his sal[a]ry be 
raised to $10 per month and he would [play at] all funerals on Sunday and during 
the week. Motion by Bro. Nid[ealson] that we pay $10 per month with the 
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understanding that he play [on] all funerals. Carried. Bills ordered paid: Chas 
Dungee $10.00.134  
 
Not only was the organist’s services desired at all funerals, it seems that church funerals 
were numerous, sometimes occurring several times per week. In urban black churches, 
death was given meaning when the community came together to mourn their loss and 
celebrate eternal liberation through funerals structured by solos, congregational singing 
and organ music.  
 
Serving as a Form of Discourse 
 
 Through music, African Americans communicated with each other and with the 
world. Music is often understood as “a language of the heart,” able to express human 
feeling. This simplified definition falls short of the ability of African American music to 
communicate about and record black experience. Susanne Langer reveals how through 
symbol, music reveals the artist’s understanding of feeling and forms of feeling. She says 
of the music creator: 
It bespeaks his imagination of feelings rather than his own emotional state, and 
expresses what he knows about the so-called “inner life”; and this may exceed his 
personal case, because music is a symbolic form to him through which he may learn 
as well as utter ideas of human sensibility.135  
 
Langer’s words begin to describe how through song, slaves came to understand their 
world in America and their capacity to triumph over it. Slaves used religious music to 
exchange information about religious experience and how belief in a loving god affected 
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existence under slavery. The very structure of music lends it the ability to deeply 
communicate. Langer states, 
The tonal structures we call “music” bear a close logical similarity to the forms of 
human feeling—forms of growth and of attenuation, flowing and stowing, conflict 
and resolution, speed, arrest, terrific excitement, calm or subtle activation and 
dreamy lapses—not joy or sorrow perhaps, but the poignancy of either and both—
the greatness and brevity and eternal passing of everything vitally felt. Music is a 
tonal analogue of emotive life.136  
 
Beyond tonality, African Americans inherited from their African forebears a complex 
rhythmic language that communicated ideas through sound. Africans used drums to 
reproduce the “phonetic reproduction of the words themselves.”137 Underlying African 
American religious music was an awareness of subtle variations in timbre, which created 
harmonic contrast, and layered rhythmic patterns meant to highlight the melody and lyric. 
Slaves used these rhythmic and percussive devices to underscore ideas they wanted to 
emphasize. The spirituals were especially apt at expressing ideas in flux, because they 
were “open formally and thematically to change.” Outsiders often commented on how a 
spiritual sounded differently from region to region or from performance to performance; 
musically the spiritual changed when its meaning changed. It was a versatile 
communication device and “in one situation might mean one thing and in another 
something else, without negating its earlier meaning.”138 The many layers of feeling and 
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meaning expressed in the musical artistry of the spirituals is what, above all, made them 
an enduring art form. 
 In the days of slavery, the fear of slave uprising often caused whites to suppress 
communication between slaves. Ingeniously, slaves managed to use their religious songs 
to speak to one another about practical needs as well as spiritual beliefs. Songs with a 
gospel message often had dual meanings, such as those Spencer calls the “train songs.”139 
Phrases in the spirituals such as “The gospel train is a-comin’,” “Get on board, little 
children,” and “Little black train is a-comin’,” were outwardly references to salvation and 
secretly references to the Underground Railroad. Often the spirituals were used to 
broadcast the time of the next secret spiritual meeting, since often masters forbid any 
gathering of slaves. Paul D. Escott summarized several slave accounts: 
After humming “’ligious songs low like when workin’,” the slaves slipped off 
later to secret prayer meetings, and the singing of “Steal Away to Jesus” signified 
that “dere gwine be a ’ligious meetin’ dat night.” “In de woods” or “way down in 
de swamps” the slaves could “sing and pray to our own liking.”140  
 
Slaves used the spirituals to communicate with one another about many things, not the 
least of which was practical means to escape and freedom, or times and places where they 
would gather and worship the Lord. 
 Congregational song remained the essential feature of worship in nineteenth-
century urban black churches, and though urban Blacks were not forced to sing in code as 
slaves were, they still created and sang music to communicate ideas, support, and values 
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to one another. Issues like education, poverty, racism, alcoholism, family cohesion, 
economic oppression, and racial unity were important concerns for African Americans 
and were addressed in church. Aside from using traditional forms of African American 
song during religious gatherings, urban black worshipers increasingly turned to hymnals 
to supply community language. They relied on hymns written by whites, but they also 
wrote many of their own, especially for special occasions. The 1892 AMEZ hymnal 
incorporated several hymns written by African Americans, including Rev. John E. Price’s 
“When the Roll is Called Again:” 
Saints and sinners, hear the message 
Which the gospel heralds bring; 
All this world must come to judgment 
When the roll is called again. 
 
When the roll is called again— 
When the roll is called again— 
Will you meet me—will you meet me 
When the roll is called again? 
 
Brother, sister, grow not weary, 
Though you have much toil and pain, 
You shall have a crown of glory 
When the roll is called again.141 
 
Songs and hymns like these were the mainstay of urban black worship life, and in singing 
them, members of urban black communities shared their hardships and spoke to the needs 
of African American people. 
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Affirming Humanity 
 
 The very fact that African Americans accessed creativity through religious music, 
speaks to their personal affirmation of self-worth and their self-determination to assert 
their humanity in the midst of oppression. In the spirituals, African Americans spoke of 
themselves as human beings with value, rather than mere chattel. As humans, they 
identified with Jesus, who had once walked earth as a man: 
Nobody knows de trouble I see, 
Nobody knows but Jesus, 
Nobody knows de trouble I see, 
Glory hallelu!142    
 
They looked forward to the day when they could speak with God face to face about their 
earthly hardships: 
I chattered with the Father and argered with the Son, 
And I told ‘em ‘bout the world I just come from. 
When I get to heaven I’m gonna take my stand, 
Gonna wrestle with my Lord like a nachul man.143  
 
Through their songs, they recognized themselves as equal to every other human with 
equal access to the glory of heaven: 
I’ve got shoes, you’ve got shoes, 
All of God’s children got shoes. 
When I get to Heaven goin’ to put on my shoes, 
Goin’ to walk all over God’s Heaven. 
  
They insisted that their humanity and belief in a just God gave them equal rights: 
My Lord delivered Daniel, 
My Lord delivered Daniel, 
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My Lord delivered Daniel, 
Why can’t He deliver me?144  
 
Rather than “songs of passive resignation,” the spirituals are “an expression of the slaves’ 
determination to be in a society that seeks to destroy their personhood. [They are] an 
affirmation of the dignity of the black slaves, the essential humanity of their spirits.”145 
Spiritual music gave the slaves a sense of their humanity and a voice to proclaim it. 
 African Americans in border cities in the nineteenth century also used religious 
music to affirm their humanity and value. By no coincidence, the 1872 AME hymnal 
opens with the hymn, 
Come, sinners, to the gospel feast, 
Let every soul be Jesus’ guest; 
Ye need not one be left behind, 
For God hath bidden all mankind.146  
 
These words were full of meaning to degraded people who were treated as second-class 
citizens. Historians like Frey and Wood have frequently pointed out the appeal 
evangelical religion held for African Americans because of its egalitarian message, which 
emphasized salvation was for all people.147 Evangelical hymnody like that of Wesley and 
Watts was attractive to slaves and remained the core of African American hymnody in 
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border churches in the nineteenth century. Through religious song, African Americans 
continued to insist upon their equal access to God’s grace, even after emancipation.  
 But it was in the post-emancipation era that urban Blacks began to purposefully 
develop their performing skills and take pride in how they could distinguish themselves 
among Blacks and whites with their musical accomplishments. Once slavery ended, 
African Americans found new musical forms and practices that promoted their dignity. 
Religious song shifted from the spherical to the stage. In the church, it was choral music 
that became the form par excellence. As black church choirs became more and more 
common, they increased their skills as well as their reputations as performing ensembles. 
African American church choirs performed classical and sacred works, and their 
“mastery of form” is what W. D. Wright has called a “continuous strike against White 
racism.”148 Border city black churches rigorously developed their music programs and 
prioritized musical activities. Performing religious music gave border city Blacks a 
liberating self-consciousness—a sense of pride, a sense of value, a sense that they were 
great at something meaningful. 
 
Preserving Memory 
 
 African American religious music, either in border city churches or on southern 
plantations, was a means for recording and remembering black existence in America. 
With his characteristic eloquence, Du Bois observed that the spirituals “are the music of 
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an unhappy people, of the children of disappointment; they tell of death and suffering and 
unvoiced longing toward a truer world, of misty wanderings and hidden ways.”149 The 
spirituals reveal something of the slaves’ passage from Africa, their sojourn in America, 
their toil, their pain, their spiritual longing. When white people tried to “dehistoricize 
black existence, to foreclose the possibility of a future defined by the African heritage,” 
African Americans, like their African ancestors, turned to music to tell and preserve their 
story.150 One reason for this, as Krehbiel once noted, is because “Music is a marvelous 
conservator . . . it is the most efficient of all memory-helps. Another is that . . . music 
became associated with religious worship at so early a period in the development of 
religion that it acquired even a greater sanctity than words or Eucharistic posturing.”151 
The music making of slaves not only recorded their experiences in America, it kept them 
in contact with the traditions and culture of their native Africa. The spirituals are 
“documents of impeccable truth and reliability” that assure the experience of slaves will 
be remembered.152  
 Carrying on the African tradition of storytelling, nineteenth-century border city 
black churches diligently worked to communicate and preserve spiritual memories and 
hand down stories of how they got their beginnings. Music in worship was the primary 
means for doing so, and the development of African American liturgy can be traced to 
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this mode of remembering. Floyd makes clear why music was the foremost means for 
safeguarding African American experience for future generations when he says, “black-
music making [is] the translation of the memory into sound and the sound into 
memory.”153 In border city black churches, music was history. 
 As previously discussed, commemorative celebrations were a significant part of 
African American church worship in the nineteenth century. It is important to understand 
that African Americans used these events to communicate hope or disappointment and to 
develop self-understanding. Music imbedded in liturgy was a potent force for 
communicating black feeling and thought. After studying African American 
commemorations in depth, Geneviève Fabre explains, “the power of ideas was related not 
only to the gestures and the quality of the voice but also to the ritualized and performative 
style which accompanied these celebrations . . . Images and symbols were created, 
displayed, interconnected in an unusual assemblage—in words, in gesture and movement, 
and in visual forms.”154 Nineteenth-century border city black churches hosted 
commemorative celebrations, built upon preaching and song, to express a wide range of 
ideas to one another. 
 The AMEZ Church celebrated its centennial in 1896, counting its inception from 
“the year 1796 [when] Bishop Asbury, at the request of the colored members of the ME 
Church in New York, gave them permission to hold meetings under their own 
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auspices.”155 At the centennial, the first morning’s service was opened after an organ 
prelude, with “Praise God, from whom all blessings flow,” by the “Grand Chorus” (most 
likely a combined choir). Before the sermon, a hymn entitled “Hail the Church that 
Varick Started” was sung.156 James Varick is credited with founding the AMEZ Church 
when he and others walked out of John Street Methodist Church in New York City and 
began worshiping on their own. Written by Rev. E. George Biddle, the hymn was sung to 
the tune “Hold the Fort,” which alone would have aroused significant feeling in the 
singers. “Hold the Fort” was written by the American hymnist and gospel singer Philip 
Bliss, who like many hymnists of his day, captured the public’s elevated emotions 
surrounding the Civil War and recast them as a heavenly battle between the “great 
Commander” whose signal is “waving from the sky” and “Satan leading on.”  The chorus 
zealously proclaimed, 
“Hold the fort, I am coming!” 
Jesus signals still, 
Wave the answer back to Heaven 
“By Thy grace, we will!”157 
 
Bliss’ hymn, written in 1870, was rewritten as a political statement ca. 1890 and 
circulated by a Philadelphia labor group called the Knights of Labor. This popular 
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version, which would have been familiar to those at the AMEZ Centennial celebration, 
poetically states, 
We meet today in Freedom’s cause 
And raise our voices high. 
We’ll join our hands in union strong 
to battle or to die. 
 
Hold the fort, for we are coming 
Union men be strong! 
Side by side we battle onward, 
Victory will come.158 
 
Biddle’s choice of the familiar and rousing tune “Hold the Fort” for his hymn about 
Varick is not insignificant. No doubt he knew that the tune, attached to ideas like victory, 
freedom, unity and free grace would give significance to his lyrics: 
Hail the church that Varick started 
An hundred years ago: 
“Mother Zion” filled with gladness 
And centennial glow. 
 
CHORUS. 
Shout, O shout in “Mother Zion,” 
Here your offerings bring; 
Wave, O wave our Zion banner, 
Make the welkin ring. 
 
Varick’s faith pierced gloom and darkness 
An hundred years ago; 
Toiling on ‘mid joy and sadness, 
Gospel seed to sow.159 
 
Music like “Hail the Church that Varick Started” used at denominational centennials and 
other similar African American commemorative events was created for the purpose of 
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constructing “an African-American memory—one which often ran counter to the national 
memory.”160 Celebrating African American history through the use of music enabled 
urban Blacks in the nineteenth century to make what Fabre has called “transitions from 
invisibility to visibility. . . . [it] marked the passage from various forms of subordination 
and enslavement to a ‘season’ of change which could ultimately bring complete 
emancipation and liberation.”161 Churches in urban black communities were important 
platforms for the dramatization of a new history, told in great part with music. 
 
Evoking the Spirit 
 
 The first African American Christians nuanced beliefs about the third person of 
the Trinity, the Holy Spirit, with an African worldview. Through their descendents, they 
handed down a uniquely African American understanding of the Holy Spirit’s presence in 
music and worship—an understanding that had an enduring effect on the Black Church. 
In the excitement of African religious music and dance, the musicians believe themselves 
to be possessed by the supernatural, whereas the enthusiasm that accompanied African 
American slave music was an invitation to the Holy Spirit to join the assembly, as well as 
a joyous welcome when the Spirit appeared. The slaves transferred much of their African 
culture to their lives in America; however, their encounter with Christianity altered their 
religious beliefs, if not all of their practices. The slaves did not believe in literal spirit 
possession, as Raboteau carefully parses:   
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The African gods with their myriad characteristics, personalities, and myths do 
not ‘mount’ their enthusiasts amid the dances, songs, and drum rhythms of 
worship in the United States. Instead it is the Holy Spirit who fills the converted 
sinner with a happiness and power that drives him to shout, sing, and sometimes 
dance.162  
 
Nevertheless, slaves used music and movement to “create a mood of freedom, an 
openness to quicken an awareness of God’s presence.”163 Countless spirituals are filled 
with lyrics about the Holy Spirit; they convey the slaves’ belief that music had the power 
to bring God into their midst. 
 When nineteenth-century urban Blacks gathered for worship, they too believed 
the Holy Spirit was in their midst and that congregational song had the power to evoke 
that presence. In fact, Jones contends that traditionally, African American people assume 
“The Spirit will not descend without song”164 The recording secretary of the  Delaware 
Conference made a typical entry in 1866: “Sabbath Services. The great Head of the 
Church favored the Conference and crowded Congregation in attendance with the 
presence and power of his holy Spirit in an unusual manner on Sabbath day, July 29th, 
1866.”165 Although the secretary did not include the order of worship from the service, 
the services certainly contained congregational hymn singing, the primary means for the 
community to voice praise and collectively respond to God’s presence. Spiritual music 
was inspired by God and served as a means for communicating with the Holy. Jeter 
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explained, “the Holy Spirit enabled me to write” the hymn “Ride On, Jesus” which 
“expressed my condition.”166 Slaves, as well as free Blacks used song to call upon the 
Holy Spirit and empower times of worship. 
 
Uniting Body with Spirit 
 
 The creation of religious music gave African Americans a sense of body and self 
in a society that denied them humanity. Exploited and stripped of the right to their own 
bodies, slaves would have struggled to retain a sense of wholeness and connectedness to 
their inner beings. Birch Brown states that a 
sense of overall coherence and felt unity of the body itself: of the togetherness of 
its parts, and of their belonging with and to oneself . . . is integral to vital and 
meaningful existence. Indeed, in those rare cases in which a person for years at a 
stretch cannot feel one in body and must make a conscious effort to identify this 
arm or that leg as his or her own, the result is a pervasive sense of being not only 
dis-embodied but also dis-spirited, as though one were “cored,” or “pithed.”167 
 
Religious music afforded slaves the opportunity to reconnect their spirits with their 
bodies like nothing else could. As a kinesthetic form, Brown argues that music can 
“enhance our sense of bodily belonging, and thereby our sense of inspirited wholeness.”  
By making “contact with the outer aesthetic fibers of the web of awareness, it can send 
vibrations through to inner fibers, so to speak, where the sensory and aesthetic connects 
with a different and more complex kind of sense, which we call meaning or 
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significance.”168 An insight such as this one goes a long way in describing the depth of 
meaning the spirituals held for the slaves. In one slave worship meeting 
a black man got on his knees, his head against the floor, and pivoted as members 
of the group around him moved in a circle, holding his head ‘down to the mire,’ 
singing ‘Jesus been down to the mire.’ The arms of those circling ‘reached out to 
give a push’ and from overhead looked somewhat like spokes in a wheel. . . .  
inspiration was drawn from awareness that Jesus knew despair. This confronting 
of tragedy was somehow strangely comforting, the throwing of one’s whole being 
into the performance.169  
 
This wheel-like formation formed by the slaves is a very old West African dance 
tradition, one meant to address spiritual sickness. Meki Nzewi, scholar of African music 
and philosophy, describes traditional African beliefs about physical and spiritual wellness 
in these terms: 
The human person possesses, and is animated by, both profane and spiritual egos 
in symbiotic existence. The disease or malfunctioning of the one impairs the 
stability or efficacy of the other, and thereby the health of the whole. . . . Ill health 
can manifest as malfunctioning physiology, mental-spiritual disorder or unusual 
external misfortune. . . . the suffering of an individual affects the well-being of 
many others, and would compel group empathy in seeking remedy.170  
 
When the tension between physical, emotional, mental and spiritual health is interrupted, 
“the process of healing . . . is structured and systematic, often contextualizing the 
community in ritual-theatrical dimension, in order to heal the entire community 
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psyche.”171 These beliefs about body and spirit connectedness in African tradition easily 
transferred to slave religion in America; the need for healing and a sense of unifying all 
dimensions of their personhood was felt strongly by slaves who were beaten and abused. 
Religious music was the slave community’s source for addressing brokenness and for 
reconnecting fragmented bodies and spirits. In her description of early Methodism in the 
south, Cynthia Lyerly elucidates the importance of religious music and worship to the 
physical and spiritual wholeness of African Americans when she says, “many slaves were 
described as being ‘happy’ or ‘carried away with raptures of joy’ in services” noting that 
“those moments when slaves could be ‘happy,’ whether through religion or otherwise, 
were . . . crucially important to psychological survival.”172 The ability to create religious 
music allowed African Americans to feel their own immutable humanity by offering 
them a personal means for claiming both spirit and body in the face of racism and 
oppression. 
 It is difficult to say to what degree border city Blacks used their bodies when 
making music in church; however, it is clear that bodily movement in religious ritual did 
exist as a continuation of an African heritage. Black church leaders in border cities and in 
this era promoted “cultivation” and “refinement” and discouraged “excesses” like 
shouting and dancing in public worship. But it seems that many churches struck a balance 
between the ring shout and the pew where movement and extemporaneous “amens” and 
                                                
171 Ibid., 2. 
 
172 Cynthia Lyerly, Methodism and the Southern Mind 1770-1810 (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1998), 68. 
 
169 
 
“hallelujahs” were acceptable. One African American pastor put it like this: “Our people 
are grasping after education. They believe in the cultivation of mind, as well as the hands 
to clap and feet to stomp.”173 Pews were the order of the day and naturally inhibited 
movement such as dancing in a ring, but swaying, tapping, clapping and various other 
forms of bodily movement continued in varying degrees. As Floyd has observed, 
When the shout moved indoors, it underwent significant change. The dancing, 
singing, drumming, and verbal shouting were altered to fit the new 
circumstance—altered by the constraints of size, acoustics, confinement, and 
shape of the indoor dancing ground. However, many of the African practices of 
the ring were retained to some degree in nearly all African-American churches.174  
 
Daniel Payne, an AME bishop, complained that members of AME churches danced and 
sang together late into the night and “remonstrated with a number of pastors for 
permitting these practices.”175 Apparently the practice of moving the body to song could, 
“vary somewhat in different localities” and many AME pastors told Payne “an attempt to 
compel [the people] to cease would simply drive them away from our Church.”176 Urban 
Blacks in the Restoration period were oppressed, though free. Many of them worked 
difficult and strenuous jobs, suffered from poverty, found few advantages and daily faced 
racism and injustice. The physical process of singing, particularly in the context of 
religious community, must have been restorative. In her book, Dancing in the Streets, 
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Barbara Ehrenreich discusses the psychological benefits of music and movement in ritual 
and asserts “such rituals serve to break down the sufferer’s sense of isolation and 
reconnect him or her with the human community.”177 Urban free Blacks most often 
worked for whites as cooks, porters, laundresses, seamstresses, drivers and the like. 
Though they were free, they essentially spent their weeks as servants in the white world. 
When they came to church, music and movement afforded them the opportunity to 
reconnect with other African Americans and embrace a deeper sense of belonging.  
 Additionally, many free urban Blacks believed physical movement combined with 
song stimulated religious change. As Payne noted, “Fist and Heel Worshipers” believed 
without song and movement “no conversion could occur.” At the time of Payne’s writing 
in 1888, he was still insisting that the AME Church needed to “drive out this heathenish 
mode of worship,” indicating that at least in his denomination, African Americans 
continued to insist on moving to the music.178  
 
Summary 
 
 This chapter has examined the characteristics of both slave and urban black 
church music in order to establish a foundation for discussing how and why African 
Americans in the post-emancipation era used religious music to develop a collective 
identity. By comparing these two forms of musical expression and how they functioned 
in religious settings, it is possible to identify values and traditions the two groups shared. 
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Additionally, it brings to light how style differences sometimes aggravated tension and 
more so, why conflicts emerged between groups that assigned different meanings to the 
function of religious music. 
 African American religious slave music and the church music of nineteenth-
century African Americans in border cities were very different. One was organic, oral, 
unaccompanied, danced—the other intentional, written, accompanied and contained. 
Despite their differences, these musics share common colors. Each contained varying 
shades of an African heritage and an American heritage, in great part, an evangelical 
heritage. The melodic, harmonic and rhythmic structure of nineteenth-century African 
American church music was distinct from slave music and was certainly tinted by more 
of a white, European influence. However, if the sound of both genres of African 
American music was different, the intent behind them was in many cases the same. 
Slaves and free Blacks alike were treated as less than human, inferior to other classes of 
American people. The quality of their voices and the emotion behind their song were of 
the same hue, reflecting a common ancestry and religious purpose. Analysis of African 
American religious music, slave or urban black, reveals that they shared common pieces 
of experience and modes of understanding—their music was a kaleidoscope of sound and 
meaning. 
 In the years following emancipation, church was where border city Blacks came 
together to worship, foster ideas, and talk about experience. Although they came from 
varying backgrounds, religious music was the mode of communication they shared. 
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Exploring specific ways African Americans used religious music to negotiate meaning 
and develop unity is the subject to which we now turn.
  
PART II 
CASE STUDIES 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 
BETHEL AFRICAN METHODIST EPISCOPAL CHURCH, BALTIMORE 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3. Bethel AME Church, Baltimore, ca. 1855. Courtesy of the City of Baltimore. 
 
Introduction 
 
 In September of 1872, Rev. George Watkins, the pastor of Bethel AME Church in 
Baltimore, had apparently reached his breaking point. At an official board meeting, 
Watkins addressed the issue of class meetings, which after the proceeding Sunday he 
could no longer ignore. Many of the board members were class leaders, and Brothers 
Roberts and Burk were the particular offenders. Roberts and Burk’s classes met
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on Sunday evening and evidently let out so late that the dismissal conflicted with the 
beginning of the evening church service. Watkins characterized the situation as 
“shamefull” and then “went into quite a Lenthy Lecture to the Leaders generally about 
the maner and time of Leading, which was listened to with marked attention.” In addition 
to the “many things said,” Watkins especially highlighted that “there was some of the 
Leaders who drank too much whiskey” and “made some very pertinent remarks with 
regard to the maner and Selections of hymns in Class.”1  
 Watkins admonishment to the class leaders reflects a mounting struggle between 
pastor and people over what was important to them. The 1870’s were intense years at 
Bethel as the church attempted to meet the needs of a swelling and struggling 
congregation. In the aftermath of the Civil War, black church leaders in Baltimore were 
faced with the challenge of helping masses of immigrants find homes, work, education 
and community. The messy influx of social problems combined with existing free black 
religious structures incited pastors like George Watkins to batten down the hatches in 
order to a achieve some sense of control over what must have sometimes felt like chaos. 
Most provocative to consider, however, is how the ordinary men and women of Bethel 
Church, lay people, managed to assert their own desires when church leaders tried to 
enforce restrictions or rules that did not suit their needs. So often this back and forth 
negotiation of values and community identity expressed itself through debates over 
worship style.  
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 From its origins Bethel held a central place within its denomination, hosting 
denominational events and attracting prominent church and community leaders. Bethel 
was assigned some of the most educated and accomplished African American pastors, 
several of whom went on to become bishops in the AME denomination. Yet, from its 
beginnings its congregation was comprised of every kind of African American: slave and 
free, druggist as well as drayman, educated and illiterate, men and women, children and 
“the aged.” Throughout the nineteenth century, Bethel’s records reflect a continual 
struggle between the laity and those in positions of power—a struggle usually 
demonstrated not by outward conflict, but more typically, by unstated resistance. Bethel’s 
members showed a keen sense of respect for their pastors while at the same time 
maintaining a strong sense of self-confidence and self-awareness as individuals. In his 
work on African Methodist Episcopalians in Chicago during the Great Migration, 
Wallace Best suggests that the top down ecclesiastical structure and agenda of the AME 
church eventually rendered it ineffective with the masses of southern migrants flooding 
its northern congregations.2 The restrictive and tightly controlled manner in which AME 
leaders and pastors ruled their churches inevitably ostracized the laity who then sought 
satisfaction in other denominational choices. In the nineteenth century, the Methodist 
organizational structure often fostered an environment where middle management lay 
leaders wafted between loyalties to pastor and loyalties to laity. Certainly true in Bethel’s 
case, class leaders, stewards and trustees regularly demonstrated a desire to get along 
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with the pastor while at the same time pleasing the church members under their care. At 
times, these parties were at odds, and it fell to the lay leaders to navigate a course 
between the two.  
 The significance Bethel, Baltimore holds as one of the first AME churches and 
the wealth of records it has available make it an ideal case for examining how religion 
was imagined and lived out among urban African Americans in the nineteenth century. 
For them, Bethel was an apparatus for change that incubated what Eddie Glaude, Jr. has 
termed “identity construction.” As Glaude describes it, black churches like Bethel were 
places where African Americans could engage in public debate without fear of 
humiliation from whites, thereby freeing them to define “a cultural identity through a 
particular idiom and style.”3 Even within the confines of a powerful and authoritarian 
denominational organization, African American lay people found creative alternatives to 
official policies not in agreement with their needs and desires. 
 
Historical Background - A Tradition of Restriction and Resistance 
 
 The question of musical style in worship was an ongoing battle at Bethel, and 
though the variance between pastor and people on this issue was pronounced in the 
1870’s when migrants began filling the church, the difficulties began much earlier. In 
1849 Bethel experienced a highly inflamed battle over music in worship when then 
minister Daniel Payne attempted to make changes by adding instruments, hosting sacred 
music concerts and by eliminating Africanized worship practices. A significant portion of 
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the congregation resisted Payne’s efforts (though some were clearly allied with him), the 
resistance culminating in a physical attack on Payne and a church leader named Darius 
Stokes by a certain Mrs. Serina Richfield, who was later expelled for “attempting to beat 
the Pastor at the very Altar.”4 The argument eventually landed in court, and records 
indicate that in February of 1850 the church compensated Darius Stokes $17.88 “on 
account of a false suit entered against him by Cormack, Krius and others.”5 The 
membership roll indicates a number of members (mostly men) were “expelled for 
rebellion” in 1849, including several class leaders. It is evident from the precise and 
contemptuous tone of the records that Payne, an abrupt and opinionated personality, was 
the one to update the record books after the episode; several of the men expelled were 
listed as ringleaders, John Chesley was noted “one of the most violent, one of the chiefs,” 
while Payne made sure Gilbert Peken, “expelled in the rebellion of 1849” went down in 
history as  “a useless man at best.”6  
 Payne was a Lutheran-trained minister and lover of European-styled sacred 
music, who out of genuine dedication to his race, sought to shape the AME’s liturgy to 
include what he believed were the most refined and beautiful aspects of Christian 
worship. Even more so, he sought to eliminate worship practices he saw as the 
“degraded” outgrowth of slave religion. Bethel was one of the first AME churches Payne 
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served as pastor, and during his time there, he worked to implement some of his musical 
ideals. It has been thought that Bethel purchased an organ under Payne’s direction, 
however, records suggest otherwise. About 1857 St. James PE Church, a neighboring 
African American congregation, introduced an organ into its services, and it was 
considered a real “novelty” in the city at the time.7 Bethel’s financial records give no 
indication of purchasing an organ or paying an organist until the 1860’s, and in his 
History of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, Payne states plainly, 
The introduction of the organ into Bethel, Baltimore, was during the pastorate of 
Rev. Savage L. Hammonds, in the year 1864. The last and present organ was put 
in under the administration of Rev. George Watkins, D. D., in the year 1872. It 
cost $2,500, and was built by Pomplitz, of Baltimore, Md.8 
 
Nor did Payne introduce the choir to Bethel. In his historical treatise he wrote, 
 
According to the best information obtainable no one now living can say whether 
or not the introduction of the choir into Bethel, Baltimore, was opposed by any 
one. On the writer’s first visit to Baltimore, in April, 1843, the choir was in 
popular favor. Its leader was a man by the name of James High. The majority of 
all of its members were spiritual minded, and therefore conducted the singing 
with great fervor and effect. They sang “with the spirit and the understanding.”9 
 
In fact, the trustees recorded in 1834, over ten years before Payne came to Baltimore, that 
Linus Johnson “having a[ttempted] to raise a choir for the church” was to be informed 
that the trustees wished to continue in the “old form.” The trustees sent 
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Figure 4. Organ used at Bethel Church, ca. 1864-1874. Courtesy Bethel AME Church, Baltimore and 
the Frederick Douglass-Isaac Myers Maritime Park, Baltimore. 
 
Johnson a note “letting him know we are not prepared yet for a singing choir but will 
give further notice.”10 Bethel’s members may have been induced to start a choir after 
hearing that their sister church, Bethel in Philadelphia, began one in 1841 to aid in 
congregational hymn singing. 
 What Payne did do was introduce instrumental music and sacred music concerts 
to Bethel. Sometime in the spring of 1849, Payne “resolved to get up” Bethel’s first 
musical “soiree” to raise funds for the church. He brought musicians from outside the 
church to provide the featured entertainment. Payne composed the lyrics to all the songs 
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performed, which were set to music by James Fleet, “the ablest colored musician then in 
the District of Columbia.” Fleet, Eliza Euston and Fannie Fisher sang accompanied by 
James Wormley on bass viol (cello) and Hermion Fleet on piano, flute and guitar 
alternatively. Payne refers to the singing group as a quartette though he only lists three 
singers, suggesting perhaps, that he sang the fourth part. Later he arranged for a “second 
grand concert . . . prepared and conducted by William Appo,” an African American 
orchestra conductor. Elizabeth Taylor Greenfield, an opera singer known as “The Black 
Swan,” sang all the solos accompanied by seven violins. Payne would later recall, “until 
this concert of stringed instruments not one of us knew that the violin could be used with 
great effect in the service of the Lord.”11  
 In conjunction with the concerts of 1849 (which helped Bethel raise significant 
funds for the new building they purchased under Payne’s leadership), Payne introduced 
instrumental accompaniment to Sunday morning services. Although Bethel did not 
purchase an organ then, records indicate that the trustees paid $5.00 “for hire of Piano 
forte” in January 1849, which would have been a shocking enough addition to the 
previously unaccompanied congregational singing.12 In early 1850, Thomas Bradford 
was paid $6.00 for a guitar “used in aid of the church” confirming Payne’s efforts to 
continue with instrumental music in worship.13 While Payne’s actual changes may seem 
subtle, they evidently sent shockwaves through the congregation in 1848 and 1849, 
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leading to the “rebellion” of some of Bethel’s members, many of whom were long-
standing leaders in the church. Seemingly more offensive than Payne’s additions to 
worship was his forbidding of the spiritual songs the members found so personal and 
meaningful. 
 While at Bethel, Payne attempted, as he put it, to “modify the extravagances” in 
worship. In his own account, he admitted to disallowing the congregation to sing what 
they called their “spiritual songs,” songs he claimed were also known as “Corn-field 
Ditties.”14 Slaves on plantations originated these religious songs, yet free Blacks in 
Baltimore sang them too. Payne recorded the lyrics of some of them, including, 
Ashes to ashes, dust to dust; 
If God won’t have us the devil must. 
 
and, 
I was way over there where the coffin fell; 
I heard that sinner as he screamed in hell. 
 
Though he was greatly disturbed by the primitive and “heathenish” language used in such 
songs, Payne was most distraught over the “singing and praying bands” where these 
songs were sung. An African American variation on the Methodist class meeting, singing 
and praying bands among free black Methodists were derived from the religious practices 
of slaves. In his anti-slavery work published in 1857, John Dixon, a white Methodist 
preacher, abolitionist, and native of Maryland described a typical Methodist slave 
meeting saying, 
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The colored exhorter or leader calls on two or three in succession to pray, filling 
up the intervals with singing tunes and words composed by themselves. At a 
given signal of the leader, the men will take off their jackets, hang up their hats, 
and tie up their heads with handkerchiefs; the women will tighten their turbans; 
and the company will then form a circle around the singer, and jump and bawl to 
their heart’s content, the women always making more noise than the men.15 
 
Writing in the 1880’s, Payne declared, “these ‘Bands’ I have had to encounter in many 
places,” including his “early labors in Baltimore.” His description of a praying and 
singing band bears noticeable resemblance to Dixon’s description of a slave meeting. Out 
of his agitation and condescension, Payne nonetheless provided a rich, colorful 
description of singing band worship: 
To indulge in such songs from eight to ten and half-past ten at night was the chief 
employment of these “Bands.” Prayer was only a secondary thing, and this was 
rude and extravagant to the last degree. The man who had the most powerful pair 
of lungs was the one who made the best prayer, and he could be heard a square 
off. He who could sing loudest and longest led the “Band,” having his loins girded 
and a handkerchief in hand with which he kept time, while his feet resounded on 
the floor like the drumsticks of a bass drum. In some places it was the custom to 
begin these dances after every night service and keep it up till midnight, 
sometimes singing and dancing alternately—a short prayer and a long dance. 
Some one has even called it the “Voudoo Dance.”16 
 
Payne’s disdain for the activities of the bands and his insistence that they cease were his 
major source of conflict with the people of Bethel. He believed leaders needed to “speak 
against” and “resist” “these evils,” even to the point of excommunicating unruly 
members—and that is exactly what he did in Baltimore. 
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 Payne’s difficulties with his church members were so well known that when he 
was assigned as pastor to Ebenezer Station in Baltimore (a mission of Bethel) in 1850, 
the congregation refused to accept him. As Payne said, they “had no fault to find with my 
character, but that I had too fine a carpet on my floor, and was too proud; that if one of 
the members should ask me to take tea with them, I would not; and lastly, that I would 
not let them sing their “spiritual songs.” These charges, made before Payne ever took on 
the new church in Baltimore, reveal how tightly preferences for religious music style 
were woven into the fabric of the Bethel congregants’ identity. Ebenezer’s members were 
familiar with Payne and his activities at Bethel and saw to it that they would not be made 
subordinate to a man who looked down on them. In his own defense, Payne claimed, “I 
do not remember an instance when I had refused to eat a meal, during my pastorate of 
seven years, with any respectable member of my flock.”17 Payne’s definition of 
“respectable” clearly interfered with his ability to have a successful ministry among the 
people of Bethel. 
 In his quarterly meeting report at the end of March 1850, just before his departure 
from Bethel, Payne gives the impression that all the issues over worship music that led to 
the “rebellion of 1849” were settled in a tidy manner. He praised his own success in 
handling the conflict when he stated, 
Indeed when we compare the present state of things with what existed this month 
last year, we have the most abundant cause of thanksgiving to God and 
congratulation of ourselves as a humble branch of the Redeemer’s Church, for, 
whereas strife and discord was there rampant, there is now peace throughout our 
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borders. . . . now . . . we approach the Sanctuary where nothing but the voice of 
peace is heard, and the spirit of love abides. . . . The enemy is driven from our 
midst, and if he assails us at all it is only from outside the citadel.18 
 
If left with only Payne’s account of the situation at Bethel in 1849 and 1850, it is easy to 
assume a handful of fractious church members, who did not like Payne and who were 
adamantly opposed to change, single-handedly created this embarrassing church conflict. 
But a deeper look at Bethel’s history reveals there were many strong individuals who 
were simply unwilling to give up the modes of religious expression they considered 
essential to their happiness and welfare. The conflict between Payne and his church 
members was deeply rooted in a fight for identity. In 1848 Nathaniel Peck, a local 
preacher who led two classes at Bethel numbering over 150 members each, could no 
longer tolerate what he believed were Payne’s harsh and unnecessary changes. He left 
and started a new church in Baltimore called the First Colored Methodist Protestant 
Church, taking most of his class members with him.19 If there is any temptation to lay the 
burden of conflict on a difference between slave and free, or southern and northern 
religious music preferences, it should be noted that Peck, originally from Baltimore, was 
listed in Bethel’s church membership rolls as “free,” in 1815.20 No more slave than Payne 
was, Peck was obviously a committed and natural leader who for whatever reason, could 
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not condone Payne’s reforms. As one of the founding members of Bethel, Peck would 
have heard Bethel’s first minister, Daniel Coker, say to Bethel’s congregation, “We as a 
band of brethren, shall sit down under our own vine to worship, and none to make us 
afraid.”21 Undoubtedly inspired by these words, Peck would not be intimidated by anyone 
in matters of worship, even by his own pastor. 
 Though Payne portrayed his musical reforms at Bethel as lasting, it is only 
partially true. In 1851, not long after Payne left, Darius Stokes, Payne’s cohort and the 
man harmed by the woman with the club, was expelled from the church, and his class 
was “given to Brother Washington.”22 His name is blotted out of the church membership 
roll so fiercely that one can hardly avoid noticing how gleefully it was done. While no 
explanation is given for Stokes’ removal, it is clear that as an ally of Payne’s reforms, 
Stokes was no longer welcome. A few musical concerts and events took place during the 
1850s and 1860s for fundraising purposes, namely by the choir or musical members of 
the congregation like Thomas Bradford and his family.23 Unfortunately, it is difficult to 
know what transpired at Bethel during the Civil War years because few records survive. 
The regular activities of black churches like Bethel were upset by war-related problems, 
as in 1863 when 
                                                
21 Daniel Coker, “Sermon Delivered Extempore in the African Bethel Church in the City of 
Baltimore, on the 21st of January, 1816, to a numerous concourse of people, on account of the Coloured 
People gaining their Church (Bethel) in the Supreme Court of the State of Pennsylvania” in The Methodist 
Experience in America: A Sourcebook, ed. Russell E.  Richey, Kenneth E. Rowe, and Jean Miller Schmidt, 
2 (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2000), 197-198. 
 
22 “Membership Roll, 1815-1853,” n.p. 
 
23 See for instance “Board of Trustees Minutes, 1846-1867,” February 2, 1864, receipt from 
“Thomas Bradford fair.” 
 
187 
 
Baltimore was threatened by an invasion of the Confederate Army. Every able 
bodied colored man was arrested by the police and carried to the outskirts of the 
city to assist the United States Government in throwing up breast-works. Rev. A. 
W. Wayman, who was pastor of Bethel Church at the time, was among those 
arrested.  
After the arrest, James Handy, then a member of Bethel and later its pastor, visited “the 
church on Sunday, and found it deserted, so far as men were concerned. The churches 
were all deserted.”24 These sort of troubles interfered with Bethel’s record-keeping and 
regular pursuits, but as mentioned earlier, it is known that Bethel purchased an organ in 
1864, and in 1867 were still paying installments of $31.45 on it.25  
 As historian for the AME Church, and later as a bishop, Payne had the distinct 
advantage of coloring Bethel’s history to reflect his ideals and point of view. The oft-told 
story of Bethel’s struggle against Payne’s reforms and eventual submission should be 
viewed as a subtly more complex story of conflict and negotiation that never reached full 
resolution. Payne left, and while Bethel’s members chose to keep some of his worship 
reforms, they also chose to restore some of their cherished ways that Payne rejected. 
 Understanding the conflict over music and worship that transpired between Payne 
and the members of Bethel in the late 1840’s and early 1850’s sets the stage for 
understanding why these issues erupted again during the 1870’s. Twenty years after 
Payne’s departure, the Reconstruction era presented new social issues to urban African 
American communities where churches were the hub of social structure and stability. 
Black culture was in flux in border cities; anywhere an unstable cultural rule existed, it 
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was subject to challenge, particularly in a realm where lines of sacred and profane were 
blurred and where religion had to be practical to survive. At Bethel, extemporaneous and 
emotionally-laden religious music and worship were no doubt invigorated by the arrival 
of new southern Blacks in Baltimore. During her stay in Baltimore, Bremer visited “a 
Methodist church of free negroes,” undoubtedly Bethel. Her account of the service 
reveals just how close to the surface Bethel’s sensibilities were. Bremer’s description 
highlights several telltale Africanized forms of expression including the preacher’s 
“talent of improvisation” and knack for “applying theoretical truths to the occurrences of 
daily life.” She described the assembly as “a tempestuous sea” explaining that “one heard 
only the cry, ‘Yes, yes!’ ‘Farewell! forever!’ ‘Yes, amen!’ ‘Nevermind!’ ‘ Go along!’ 
‘Oh God!’ ‘Farewell!’ ‘Amen, amen!’ etc.” Notable in her account of the congregation, 
however, is her observation that “besides these convulsive groans, cries and howls, the 
assembly was ready for any extravagance, whatever it might have been, if the preacher 
had willed it.”26 With emotions on the edge, church was a place where black Americans 
were comfortable giving expression to their experience. When they entered the Sabbath 
sanctuary, they were poised to voice common feelings—to literally create a shared 
artistic and spiritual response to the harsh world outside the church walls. Lyerly and 
others have noted the cathartic effects African American spiritual music combined with 
bodily movement had on African American people in demoralizing circumstances.27 Now 
faced with trying to find work and safe housing among competitive forces, provide for 
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families, deal with rigorous racism and contemplate the needs of an entire race of people 
emerging from slavery, song and dance in a cooperative religious community like Bethel 
was restorative, therapeutic and liberating. 
 
Music and Worship Reform at Bethel in the Post-Emancipation Era 
 
 From 1872-1877, the heart of the Reconstruction era, Bethel’s ministers, with the 
support of the Methodist ministers of the city, aggressively began shaping worship 
services to reflect the respectability and decorum fundamental to what has been called the 
“Euro-American mindset” of the nineteenth century.28 Within the first six months of his 
tenure at Bethel, Watkins was indoctrinating his stewards and class leaders with the need 
for order and discipline. A man later described by Isaac Myers, the articulate and careful 
secretary for the trustees, as “a learned and eloquent speaker” who was “not polished in 
ordinary conversation,” Watkins struggled to make allies of his leaders.29 In July of 1872, 
scarcely two months after his arrival, Watkins was not at all reluctant to put his class 
leaders in their place when “he remarked too much Irregularity on the part of the Leaders 
was bound to have a very bad effect on the punctual attendance of the members,” and 
“said a Leader who would retain his members untill Eleven O’Clk was of itself proof of 
his incompetency.” Watkins used the Methodist mantra of “perfection” in his lecture to 
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the leaders, telling them their spiritual health would certainly be hindered by their lack of 
discipline and punctuality. In turn, their spiritual weakness would affect the health of the 
entire church.30 The reason the classes were letting out so late was because of their 
singing.  
 As the months passed, Watkins introduced more and more changes to the Sunday 
morning service. In 1873, a new, ornately carved style of reed organ was becoming 
available. The previously flat-topped organs now had raised tops allowing for bigger 
pipes to produce a fuller and richer sound. That same year, Watkins called upon the 
trustees and stewards of the church to head the campaign to purchase a new organ for 
Bethel, and in September of 1873 he informed them that the organ was “near about done 
and would cost twenty-five hundred dollars or twenty one hundred dollars and our old 
Organ. The terms of agreement between the trustees and the Contractor was $1,000 
dollars when the same was completed.” The high cost of the organ would have put a 
considerable strain on the church, which rarely had more than $150 in its budget during 
this time. However, the ever progressive and forward-moving Watkins did not hesitate to 
use his eloquence to convince the leaders of their obligation to insure the new instrument 
would find its home at Bethel. Secretary Gaines recorded, 
After some further detail[ed] statements[,] the action of the trustees was made 
known to the Effect that Each one would Subscribe five dollars to be paid on the 
day the Organ was placed in the Church. They respectfully asked the 
Concur[r]ence of the Official Board by their doing Likewise. The Pastor made 
quite an interesting Speech in favor of the Object Soliciting all to act and then 
[proposing] Such as could not Subscribe to 5-4-3-2[,] let them contribute one, 
going further at considerable lenth upon the duties of Officers as well as members 
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to the Church of Christ. On motion the proposition of the Trustees be received, 
carried and on motion the proposition was unanimously adopted.31 
 
While evidence indicates Watkins was the major proponent of the organ purchase, there 
were “a number of petitions praying that the trustees might get an organ in the church 
com[me]nsurate to her capacity.” Bethel had had an organ for six or seven years, and at 
least some of her members were ready for a new model after the latest fashion. Watkins  
 
Figure 5. Bethel’s new organ probably looked something like this Estey Style 39 organ from 1874. It 
has a conventional blow lever on the side which would have been turned by the “organ blower” while 
the organ was being played.
32
 
 
 
gives indication that perhaps not all the members, however, would value the purchase of 
a new organ in the same way when he told the board he would be “calling the attention of 
the entire church and congregation to the importance of cooperation to succeed,” saying it 
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was most desirable to have the purchase “completed by annual conference.” Besides the 
obvious bragging rights Watkins would gain with his fellow ministers by securing the 
organ’s purchase by the annual conference in 1874, he knew he would be leaving Bethel 
that summer.33 
 The choir was in existence long before Watkins arrived, but in the 1870’s Bethel’s 
ministers began using the choir’s presence and singing to shape the structure and style of 
worship services. The choir was provided with hymnbooks which they used to lead 
hymns like “Try Us O God” and “O For a Closer Walk With God”34 The ministers’ 
insistence that the choir lead strophic hymnody, meaning that each verse is sung to the 
same music, would have eliminated any antiphonal psalm singing that might have been 
practiced, and certainly any improvisational call and response singing. The choir’s role at 
Bethel increasingly became more prominent, and in July 1873 a debate over how 
important that role was can be detected in the official board’s record. While discussing 
plans for the upcoming camp meeting, the secretary asked whether the General 
Committee on Camp Meeting had made any plans to “accommodate the choir to and 
from camp,” and if not, did the official board plan to make arrangements. After “quite a 
discussion among the Brethren,” a motion was made to provide ten tickets “for the use of 
the choir to and from camp.” However, “after much discussion, the motion was lost.”35 
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The Board remained resistant to the choir’s growing prominence and used their voting 
and financial power to restrict the choir’s significance as official representatives of the 
church. 
 In addition to the choir, church leaders too were encouraged to set the example by 
singing from hymnals during worship services. Rev. W. S. Lankford, Watkins’ 
predecessor, “announced that He was prepared to Serve the brethren with Hymn Books 
and discipline and disposed of Several by his request” at one of his first Steward’s 
meetings. Lankford’s strong insistence that the choir and leaders sing from hymnbooks 
clearly demonstrates his desire to suppress the improvisational and eclectic singing of his 
congregation. Payne, an AME bishop by this time, held powerful sway over 
denominational leaders, such as Watkins and Lankford. He told them, 
Few of our people can read our hymn-books correctly. This circumstance tends to 
introduce disorder and confusion in our singing; the great majority, not being able 
to use our hymn-books, make fugue tunes for themselves, and these fugue tunes 
are always transcripts of low thoughts, ignorance and superstition, hence, 
confusion in singing. Their language used in prayer is also characteristic of the 
want of education, being almost always incorrect, and when it is, only by mere 
chance. And for the want of good language they cannot express, to the edification 
of the Church, their own good thoughts, hence confusion in prayer.36 
 
Watkins efforts to provide each leader with a hymnal make it plain that before 1874 it 
was not the norm for Bethel’s members to sing by note during church worship. His desire 
to use only officially sanctioned hymns from the AME hymnal stemmed from a belief 
that the “fugue singing” of his congregants was “incorrect” and confusing—a hindrance 
to the well-being of the church. Again, not all church leaders fell in step with Payne’s 
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conclusions. Bishop Henry McNeal Turner, the man in charge of assembling the first 
AME hymnal published after the Civil War, made a great effort to include some of the 
“old Zion songs,” although he admitted in the preface this choice “may elicit the 
disapproval of some of our poetic neologists.” He reminded those who might not approve 
of the hymnal’s “good old soul inspiring songs” that they  “must remember we have a 
wide spread custom of singing on revival occasions, especially, what is commonly called 
spiritual songs.”37 Turner’s hymnal, first published in 1876, included a few original 
hymns by African Methodists, including one by James Handy who became Bethel’s 
pastor in 1875.38 
 Evidence of the increased emphasis on formally organized congregational song 
and intensified structuring of church services are also found in the reactions of Bethel’s 
organist. In 1870, the stewards were paying Joseph Ockermy $20 per quarter to play the 
organ and $2.50 a month to William Taylor the “organ blower.”39 Ockermy’s pay was 
increased to $25 per quarter once Watkins was on the scene in 1872. Paying their 
musicians gave the pastors of Bethel more power to control how and when music would 
be performed. Ockermy who held a doctorate, probably in musical arts, must have 
delivered what Bethel’s pastors were looking for since he remained in the job for ten 
years. His musical training and ability to read notes would have given him the skills to 
perform hymnody and insure that only a certain type of music was rendered on Sunday 
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mornings, as well as at funerals and other official church services. By 1880 though, 
Ockermy, feeling that his responsibilities had greatly increased, requested “an increase of 
sallery to $200.00.” With only $52.83 in hand at the end of their meeting, it is no surprise 
the stewards refused to give Ockermy or the organ blower a raise. With the constancy of 
choir rehearsal, preparing new music for each service, and undoubtedly answering to the 
demands of the pastors, Bethel’s organist felt the pressures of changing times. 
Overworked and underpaid, Ockermy made an attempt at negotiation, but in the end 
Bethel’s long time organist called it quits.  
 W. S. Lankford, who arrived at Bethel in the middle of 1874, continued with 
Watkins’ reforms to public worship. In December 1874 he “called the attention of the 
board to the fact of the Irregularity of Our System of ushers.” Watkins asserted that every 
aisle needed to be “g[ua]rded with an usher on all occasions of Divine Service.” 
Lankford’s concerns about the “irregularity” of the ushering system seem to be linked to 
maintaining order and decorum during services; it may not be too conjectural to think that 
Lankford was trying to control physical movement and spontaneity that was taking place 
in the church aisles. Zilpha Elaw, a self-appointed black female preacher who frequently 
preached in and around Baltimore, gives indication that camp-meeting style worship 
manifested itself inside black church walls despite “the polish of the minister, the 
respectability of the congregation, or the regularity and method of its services.” Elaw, 
whose own spiritual narrative included a “trance of ecstasy” in which she “sank down 
upon the ground, and laid . . . prostrate,” described one service where “between twenty 
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and thirty” of those gathered were “in great distress and deep penitence on account of 
their sins.” Describing the scene Elaw recounted, 
The excess of their emotions were such, that the order of worship was suspended; 
for some were calling upon the name of the Lord, some were groaning to receive 
the atonement of Jesus, while others were rejoicing in his salvation and giving 
glory to God. Our services were not unfrequently interrupted by scenes of this 
description; for the operation of the Holy Ghost can no more be circumscribed 
within the limits of man’s arrangement, than the wind and rain and sunshine can 
be restricted to man’s time and opportunities. 
 
In keeping with both her Methodist and African American religious heritage, Elaw took 
pause to remind church leaders that although “order in divine worship and in the house of 
God is graceful and appropriate, . . . the life and power of religion” is greater than any 
attempt to suppress it.40 Regardless of where Bethel’s trustees stood on the issue, they 
liked the fact that individuals had to be “Especially deputized to act the part of ushers,” 
and in time agreed the ushers, as well as class leaders and trustees, would wear white 
gloves and corsages to reinforce the importance and distinctiveness of their role.41  
 As Sunday morning service became more and more structured, it was in the 
singing and praying bands that Bethel’s members were able to worship freely. The 
Africanized worship of the singing and praying bands persisted for decades, despite 
attempts to squelch it. As bishop, in 1891 Payne begrudgingly wrote that with regard to 
the bands, many local pastors argued they “could not succeed in restraining them.” At 
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Bethel and elsewhere band worship was “regarded as the essence of religion.”42 Watkins 
was continually irked by his inability to control the bands and their worship. In board 
meetings, he reprimanded class leaders for their failure to respect decorum, telling them 
he was displeased with “the mode, man[n]er and spirit of conducting our Prayer 
Meetings,” complaining “that Some tried to see how much Louder some could sing than 
others. . . .43 Judging by Watkins’ criticism of the singing bands, it sounds as though little 
had changed since the days when Payne was at Bethel. 
 Besides band meetings, Bethel’s members apparently held bush meetings—
“smaller meetings held in wooded areas without the use of tents”—from time to time.44 
Free Blacks carried on these outdoor services in the tradition of black camp meeting 
worship and other open-air religious slave gatherings. As discussed in chapter three, in 
these meetings slaves sang, prayed and danced in an Africanized worship style. After 
slavery, sometimes former slaves who moved to urban areas missed the country and farm 
life they had known all their lives. Clara Davis, born a slave in 1845, declared, 
You can have de busses an’ street cars an’ hot pavements en’ high buildin’ ‘caze I 
ain’t got no use for ‘em no way. But I’ll tell you what I does want. I wants my ole 
cotton bed an’ de moonlight nights a shinin’ through de willow trees an’ de cool 
grass under my feets as I runned aron’ ketchin’ lightnin’ bugs. I wants to hear de 
sound of de hounds in de woods atter de ‘possum, en’ de smell of fresh mowed 
hay. I wants to feel de sway of de ol’ wagon a-goin’ down de red, dusty road an’ 
listen to de wheels groanin’ as dey rolls along. I wants to sink my teeth into some 
of dat good ole ash cake an suck de good ol’ sorghum offen my mouth. . . . I 
wants to see de dawn break over de black ridge an’ de twilight settle over de place 
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spreadin’ a sort of orange hue over de place. I wants to walk de paths th’ew de 
woods an’ see de rabbits an’ watch de birds an’ listen to frogs at night. . . . They 
tells me dat when a pusson crosses dat ribber, de Lawd gives him whut he wants. I 
done tol’ de Lawd I don’t want nothin’ much . . . only my home.45 
 
 It was in the outdoors that they felt they could truly worship and pray. One black 
Methodist class leader remembered how as slaves he and his wife favored the outdoors 
for worship. He said, “Nancy had been praying for a long time. She used to go away off 
in the woods to pray. I went in the woods many times to pray; I thought I could pray 
better in the swamp.”46 As in the singing bands, women had greater freedom to lead out 
in bush meetings. Julia Foote claimed she “assisted in a bush meeting” where “The Lord 
met the people in great power,” and remarked, “I doubt not there are many souls in glory 
to-day praising God for that meeting.”47 In 1872, at one of Bethel’s official board 
meetings, “Bro. Squirell made a statement that he purposed holding a Bush Meeting on 
Sunday week next and wanted to Raise the means necessary to Chartering the Cars which 
was 100 dollars.” Watkins was brand new to Bethel, so he said nothing to the proposition. 
Apparently, there was some awareness of his disapproval, however, since “There being 
no disposition to Open the Subject the motion to adjourn was put and carried.”48 One can 
almost feel the tension in the room when Brother Squirrel naïvely approached the touché 
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subject; the board members and pastor not only refused to respond, they abruptly ended 
their meeting. 
 By the end of 1872, the chasm between pastor and people was growing to great 
proportions. Watkins’ continual disrespect for the spirituality and dignity of his people, in 
tandem with his open disgust for their music and worship, was met with indignation. In 
one steward’s meeting “The Pastor Stated that in all his ministerial Service he had for the 
first time been insulted by an assistant Leader.” The offender was assistant to George 
Murry, a class leader since the 1840’s,49 and  
after a Statement of the manner in which he [the pastor] was insulted by James 
Grey he announced that the said James Grey be and the Same is hereby, 
Suspended from leading in any class of this Church for three months and until he 
shall have made the nessecery  appology [sic] for the insulting remark on the 
occasion referred to and untill [sic] he can at least have common politeness for the 
Pastor.50 
 
The next month, Watkins complained about the unruliness of the bands and their singing 
to the class leaders and stated, “he had been the recipient of more insulting notes Since he 
had presided here than in all of his Life before and they were mainly from the members 
of the Bands with their signatures to them.”51 Apparently, the band members pushed back 
when Watkins tried to reform their ways; remarkably, when Bethel’s members stood up 
to the pastor, they were self-assured enough to own up to their actions by signing their 
names. Watkins did nothing to endear himself to Bethel’s membership, and could not 
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help being overshadowed by his predecessor, the Rev. W. R. Revels, whose “giant mind, 
indom[it]able will and daunting perseverance” evidently won the affection of the 
congregation. In a garrulous “mode of expression” given by secretary of the board, 
Causman H. Gaines, Revels was credited with “giving tone and character to this people, 
permeating its influence throughout the Len[g]th and breadth of this our City and 
State.”52 Unlike Watkins, and later Lankford, Revels accepted the worship status quo and 
valued the desires and preferences of all Bethel’s people. Rather than suppressing their 
voices, he nurtured them. 
 The core of Watkins’ problem with his congregation is most evident in his 
remarks to the board on November 21, 1873 when he spoke to them about revivals. He 
put the responsibility for religious awakening on the congregation telling them they “had 
much to do with preventing the manifestation of the Spirit of God.” Still perturbed by the 
unruly worship of the praying bands, he told the board that the Spirit failed to visit the 
church when there “was too much self confidence into Bands in our Societies.”53 Watkins 
word choice provides a telling look into the true difficulty Bethel was facing over the 
bands and their music. Watkins felt the band members were overly “self confident,” 
failing to submit to proper lines of authority. The bands, on the other hand, continually 
disregarded Watkins’ regulations about music, determining for themselves what they 
would and would not submit to. Watkins’ terminology illuminates the real issue over 
music and worship—an issue of power and identity. 
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 In the classes, or bands, Bethel’s people created an alternative venue for worship 
within the confines of their church’s denominational structure, and it was the class 
leaders who helped them navigate their course.54 In the Methodist framework, class 
leaders held authority over their classes; they regularly met with them to advise, reprove 
and exhort the members under their care. The class leaders collected funds from their 
members and met with the pastor and stewards of the church to submit money they had 
collected and report on the spiritual and physical condition of their members. It is not 
difficult to see that some class leaders were more gifted for their role than others, and that 
their abilities had much to do with how loyal and bonded their members were to them. At 
Bethel in the 1870’s, the class leaders who were especially loved by their members had 
repeated troubles with the pastor. In August of 1872, Stephen Glascow, whose class 
purportedly numbered 72 by 1870, was reprimanded by the pastor for being a “gate 
keeper at a danc[e] picnic or something of the kind.” 55 Glascow “replied it was true had 
had done so[,] but seemed not to comprehend the enormity of the offense.” Glascow, as 
Superintendent of the Leachville mission, evidently thought he was just helping out the 
members there.56 The alliance some class leaders formed with their class members is 
apparent in a December 1873 meeting when the pastor announced “there were members 
                                                
54 In some cases the term “singing and praying band” is synonymous with “class,” or “class 
meeting,” though it appears these bands probably existed outside of the official class meeting structure as 
well. Records indicate they were larger than typical Methodist small groups known as “bands,” and were 
usually comprised of men and women. 
 
55 “Official Board Minutes, 1871-1875,” 6. 
 
56 “Official Board Minutes, 1871-1875,” 76, August 2, 1872. 
 
202 
 
of this Board who walked with Members of this Church knowing them to be partakers in 
intoxicating Liquors and who failed to report them.” Class members could be expelled for 
drinking, but community was so vital to urban black life that some leaders overlooked 
offenses. By a vote, the pastor tested “the knowledge of the board” and determined 
Brother Bradbury Roberts, another class leader since the 1840s,57 was the one especially 
guilty of ignoring certain sins. Handling the situation delicately, Roberts “made a very 
wise statement in Explanation of his position,” which extinguished the pastor’s criticism 
for the time being.58 Class leaders held the precarious position of mediator between 
pastor and people, a balancing act that required finesse, and sometimes a bit of feigned 
naiveté. What the character of Bethel’s worship would be was in many ways worked out 
in the minds and behaviors of leaders who migrated between pastoral authority and 
popular opinion. At Bethel, certain classes had more freedom to sing their spiritual songs 
than others because their leaders were permissive and accommodating.  
 The culmination of worship reform at Bethel came in November of 1874 when 
then pastor W. S. Lankford told the board that the city’s colored Methodist ministers at 
their weekly preachers’ meeting had “Inaugurated a Movement for the better regulating 
of the Band Societies.” He informed them the preachers  
desired an Expression from the Board as to the Merrits or demerits of the Issue 
which is to oppose the present mode of Band Singing and then with the unity of 
[the] Entire Col’d Methodist Ministry In this City to Either reform it or 
[Extinguish] It.  
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The board quickly responded that the ministers had their “hearty Cooperation In their 
Efforts to regulate the band Societies In accordance with Discipline and Order.”59 At their 
meeting the following week the board endorsed specific resolutions made by the 
ministers to reform the singing bands, however, not without “an Earnest Exchange of 
views as to the best means of carrying into Effect the Spirit of the resolutions.”60 Though 
none of the resolutions are preserved, the secretary revealed in his notes that a primary 
concern was that on Sunday, the prayer and singing meetings should be sponsored only 
by the church and not by separate bands. After a great deal of discussion, “It was finally 
concluded that as a separate Band Meeting for Sabbath morning had heretofore been 
announced from the pulpit It would no Longer be tolerated or announced from the 
pulpit,” and there was to be “no Other prayer Meeting but Church Prayer meeting.”61 At 
least one class leader was concerned how this would affect the congregation; on 
December 11th, the week after the discussion, Charles H. Dorsey proposed “that so much 
of the proceeding minutes to the meeting as it relates to the Sunday morning Prayer 
meeting be stricken Out.” His motion was lost, however, by a vote of 10 to 13, so records 
of the conversation remain.62 While the board unanimously agreed the Sunday morning 
singing bands should be discontinued, they were almost split on the issue of whether to 
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keep a record of their participation in the decision. It seems the board predicted an upset 
in the church and at least some did not want to be held responsible for it. 
 With Sunday morning singing bands out of the way, confusion over who was in 
charge and what Bethel’s official worship style would be were decided. From this point 
on, music sanctioned by the pastor and a service held “according to discipline” became 
the trademarks of Bethel Church. Bolstered by their peers and backed by the church’s 
official board, George Watkins and W. S. Lankford changed the face of Bethel’s Sunday 
morning worship during the 1870’s. Their stringent policies and aggressive leadership 
styles ensured only music the AME leadership considered “elevating,” appropriate, and 
“respectable” would be used and performed in official church meetings. 
 
Exercising Religious Freedom Through Musical Alternatives 
  
 But there is more to the story. Bethel’s members found ways to continue singing 
the music that held spiritual power for them. Although Bethel’s official Sunday services 
became more structured through the use of hymnody, instruments, choral leadership and 
guarded aisles, events where the pastor was not present afforded musical freedom for 
those who wanted to worship in different ways. Evidence indicates that class leader 
Stephen Glascow, and perhaps others, continued allowing his class members to worship 
in an exuberant and noisy way, despite the resolution to reform band singing made by 
Baltimore’s black Methodist ministers and endorsed by Bethel’s board. On March 5, 
1875, James Henson’s name was “Inserted on the Leader’s Roll in place of Bro. Stephen 
Glascow—removed.” Referring to the action of disciplining Glascow and his class by 
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removing their leader, Lankford told the board “a reformation in the Church was 
absolutely a necessity or the Church would ultimately Fall.” Still not completely 
convinced of Lankford’s view, “the Brethren Freely discussed the Cause pro or Con.”63 
Three weeks later, the members of the class formerly led by Glascow “turned out Strong” 
for a meeting with the pastor where they “urgently appealed for the retention of their 
former Leader Bro. Steven Glascow, Promising In which Event to do their very best to 
redeem their former standing upon such.” Evidently feeling he had made some headway 
with the members, Lankford “consented to keep Bro. Glascow on Trial as Leader.”64 
 Even as “unruliness” simmered down at Bethel, it oozed out in Bethel’s mission 
churches. Because of its rapid growth in the 1870’s, the church known to many as 
“Mother Bethel” founded several new missions, including Mt. Zion and Trinity. In June 
22, 1877, Handy, now Bethel’s pastor, “called the attention of the Board to a very 
formidable Complaint in the form of Signed petitions from the property holders in the 
neighborhood of Mt. Zion against the present mode of worship.” The petitioners who 
called the bands a “menace,” threatened to ask the court for an injunction, resulting in 
Handy’s decision to, at least temporarily, “suspend operation of the bands” at Mt. Zion.65 
The mission churches, although under the direction of Bethel’s leaders, operated mostly 
autonomously. Created for the overflow of Bethel’s members and the convenience of 
those living in different areas of the city, mission churches were an alternative. Out from 
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under the constant eye of the AME’s most trained pastors, those who freely composed 
religious music and continued practices such as the ring shout, call and response, and the 
singing of spirituals could worship without rebuke. Like oil and water, the mission 
churches allowed Bethel’s members to self-separate according to worship preferences, 
even while sharing a common cup. 
 Despite their control of official meetings such as Sunday service and class 
meetings, Bethel’s pastors could do nothing to prevent worship meetings held by 
individual members of their congregation. Women especially had a long tradition of 
holding meetings in their homes. Handy “was carried to Sunday School” by his 
grandmother when he was five years old, and maintained he was “a member of Bethel 
Sunday School ever since.” He later recorded his remembrance of some of Bethel’s 
women: 
Annie Dickerson was one of the pillars of Bethel Church, in Baltimore. She took 
under her care and instruction all of the new female converts and indoctrinated 
them in the duties they owed to their God and to their church. She could be seen 
every Sabbath at her place in the church, the amen corner, before the hour for 
public worship, with a large number of young women around her, she exhorting, 
and her assistant, Miss Mary Ann Prout, who was the teacher of small children in 
the day school, read the Bible and Sister Dickerson explained the Scriptures to 
them. 
 
He also recalled, 
 
Doritha Hill, the wife of Stephen Hill, was of great assistance to the infant 
organization in Baltimore. She was a remarkably good singer, and frequently, in 
the absence of her husband, led class meeting. She held at her house prayer 
meeting, once each week, and a band of sisters every fortnight, in which she 
catechised, exhorted and assisted them in their religious duties.66 
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“Old Elizabeth,” a Methodist female preacher who lived in Baltimore during the early to 
mid-nineteenth century, told of a meeting at the home of a poor widow “which was 
situated in one of the lowest and worst streets in Baltimore.” Sometime during the 
evening, a watchman came to break up the meeting saying a complaint had been made 
“that the people round here cannot sleep for the racket.” Elizabeth replied, “a good racket 
is better than a bad racket,” and asked why they should be punished “for praising God, 
our Maker?”67 At another meeting, some class leaders were present, and according to 
Elizabeth, were compelled to affirm her giftedness, despite the fact that the church 
ministers continued to tell her she was “holding meetings contrary to discipline—being a 
woman.”68 As the nineteenth century progressed, Bethel’s women founded circles and 
societies such as Society Lilly of the Valley, Daughters of Zion, the King’s Daughters, 
the Ladies’ Church Aid Society, the Ladies’ Mite Missionary Society and numerous 
others, which met in private homes.69 There the ladies could safely meet together for 
worship and prayer while attending to authorized activities such as church suppers and 
fundraisers. 
 Bethel’s members continued to relish bush meetings into the late 1870’s and saw 
to their organization. On July 4, 1878, Bethel’s pastor, J. W. Becker ordered his leaders 
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not to participate in a bush meeting to be held by Samuel Ferguson at Fallen Spring on 
July 7, 1878. Becker commanded the “Local Preachers of Bethel AME Church not to 
accept any appointment to preach at that Grove on above named date July 4th, 1878.”70 
Evidently, these outdoor meetings were not merely quaint observations of religious 
traditions gone by, but rather, a place for genuine religious expression. The same year, 
Daniel Payne was shocked by “a singing and clapping ring” he witnessed at a bush 
meeting. At Payne’s urging the pastor in charge went and stopped their dancing, but they 
“remained singing and rocking their bodies to and fro,” which “they did for about fifteen 
minutes.” Still unsettled, Payne “then went, and taking their leader by the arm requested 
him to desist and to sit down and sing in a rational manner.” The people then “broke up 
their ring; but would not sit down, and walked sullenly away.” The music leader was bold 
enough to counter Payne and promote the manner of singing at bush meetings telling 
him, “The Spirit of God works upon people in different ways.” In 1888 Payne was still 
complaining about the continuance of bush meetings among AME members.71 While 
Bethel’s pastors might be able to keep their leaders from contributing to bush meetings in 
an official capacity, they could not keep the meetings from being held or their members 
from participating. 
 The same year the Methodist ministers made their resolution to reform the singing 
and praying bands, the holiness movement began to penetrate Bethel. At a board meeting 
in January of 1874, “The Pastor made a very important Statement to the Effect that 
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Several Ladies (White) belonging to the M. E. Church had waited upon him for the 
consultation with a view to holding a series of meetings for the promotion of Holiness.” 
The Methodist ladies planned to make a “thorough Canvass of the City In Order to find 
out the Sabbath School Interest” among African American Methodists.72 While Lankford 
could not have known how far-reaching the holiness movement would be within his 
church, it is now known that as Methodist churches became more straight-laced, the 
holiness movement with its broad female base and home meeting format became an 
outlet for the ecstatic worship forbidden in mainline churches.73 
 Phoebe Palmer, a Methodist woman regarded as the founder of the holiness 
movement, promoted the belief that one could be made completely pure through the 
immediate gift of sanctification. Grant Wacker explains that holiness followers “came to 
view entire sanctification less as a process than as a state one entered by faith at a 
definable moment in time. In this state—commonly dubbed the second blessing—
Christians found themselves miraculously enabled to rise above sin’s terrible power.”74 
At its core, holiness was really about a revitalization of religion and personal faith. In her 
book, The Way of Holiness, Palmer told how she was troubled by a bland, solemn 
worship service she attended, noting “there was an apathy, a feeling of irresponsibility 
manifested by the congregation, that were really painful to me to witness.” Going on 
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about the congregation’s singing she said, “I do feel persuaded that there is not only 
moral unseemliness, but Scriptural impropriety, in the listlessness of demeanor indulged 
in by various denominations of the present day.” Palmer declared that in many instances 
during prayer, she was “perhaps the only one in the whole assembly besides the minister, 
who like God’s ancient servant, was kneeling, and with outstretched hands supplicating 
the mercy-seat.”75 Palmer criticized decorous worship services absent of emotion and 
bodily movement and developed a theology of holiness founded on passionate worship of 
God. It takes little imagination to see how the holiness movement emerged in time to give 
new energy and life to the music and worship preferences of many African Americans.  
 In fact, black women were preaching the doctrine of sanctification to at least some 
of Bethel’s members well before Palmer’s movement began to take shape. Zilpha Elaw 
preached sanctification in Baltimore as early as the 1830s. The freedom and confidence 
of her message was especially appealing to women, who gathered together to sing, pray 
and pursue holiness. Elaw explains, “I had an extensive circle of young ladies who were 
constant attendants upon my ministry. . . . these manifested great diligence in their pursuit 
of the higher attainments of experimental spirituality.”76 Julia Foote, an African 
American woman who professed entire sanctification, began her preaching ministry in 
and out of MEC, AME and AMEZ circles in the 1840’s. In her autobiography, Foote 
claims that in August of 1849 she received “a pressing invitation from Rev. Daniel Paine 
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[Payne] . . . to visit Baltimore, which I accepted.”77 Considering his lack of support for 
women in leadership, it is remarkable that Payne called on a woman to help. In 1849 
while at Bethel, Payne lost his baby daughter to death (his wife died nine months earlier 
as a result of childbirth), his church moved into their new building on Saratoga Street 
(with large payments looming) and they suffered a difficult schism resulting in a court 
case and the loss of numerous members. He was hard-pressed to meet the demands of the 
church and denomination. Foote was twenty-six years old, recently widowed and 
available. Had Payne realized Foote’s proclivity for preaching what he viewed as an 
erroneous theology, it is doubtful he would have invited her despite his desperate need 
for assistance. Payne knew that the doctrine of sanctification tended to fan into flame the 
repressed musical sensibilities of African Americans, a risk he would not have 
intentionally taken so immediately on the heels of Bethel’s schism over religious music. 
At the start of the 1840’s Payne was at Bethel AME in Philadelphia when choral music 
was introduced to the church. Payne recalled, “It gave great offense to the older 
members, especially those who had professed personal sanctification.” They told the 
church leaders “You have brought the devil into the Church, and therefore we will go 
out.” Payne’s reflection on the event makes clear his stance on the doctrine of 
sanctification. He stated,  
So, suiting the action to the word, many went out of Bethel, and never returned. 
These well-meaning people must be pitied rather than censured. They acted 
according to their convictions—according to the light which they had taken into 
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their intellects. But that light was darkness; hence their convictions were false, 
erroneous, destructive.78 
 
Foote recorded that in the fall of 1849, “We remained some time in Baltimore, laboring 
mostly in Brother Paine’s charge.”79 Foote’s described her ministry saying, “We attended 
meetings and visited from house to house.” In one instance, “After class-meeting, a good 
many came to me, asking questions about sanctification; others stood off in groups, 
talking, while a few followed me to my boarding-house,” while in another city “the 
church became much aroused” after she spoke.”80 Conceivably, Foote’s work, taking 
place primarily in women’s groups or private homes, was a catalyst that invigorated the 
natural religious expression of Bethel’s lay people after Payne’s enforcements were in 
place. Not only that, but the members of Ebenezer and some of the other mission 
churches linked to Bethel were likely influenced by Foote’s presence in the city at this 
important juncture. Foote and her followers were no doubt in close contact with the 
members of Ebenezer, who only a few months later refused to accept Payne as their 
pastor because he would not let them sing their “spiritual songs.” 
 Those who previously felt powerless under their pastor’s leadership found 
spiritual authority under the doctrine of holiness. Foote received a visit from her pastor 
who admonished her, “You must remember that you are too young to read and dictate to 
persons older than yourself, and many in the church are dissatisfied with the way you are 
talking and acting.” According to Foote, “the Lord spoke to my heart and glory filled my 
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soul.” Emboldened by this she responded, “My dear minister, I wish they would all go to 
Jesus, in prayer and faith, and he will teach them as he has taught me.” When the minister 
left, she “involuntarily burst forth” into singing, “My soul is full of glory inspiring my 
tongue, Could I meet with angels I would sing them a song.” She was able to say, 
“Though my gifts were but small, I could not be shaken by what man might think or 
say.”81 She certainly would have passed this “revelation” on to the men and women she 
encountered in Baltimore. 
 Like the spokes of a wheel, several important variables came together to make the 
holiness movement organized by Phoebe Palmer and presented to Bethel in the 1870’s a 
centering and stabilizing force that encouraged the survival of Africanized Christian 
worship in Baltimore. Historical familiarity with the doctrine of sanctification, the 
tradition of private worship gatherings, especially among women, a preference for 
emotional and musical religious expression, volatile social conditions and the degrading 
effects of slavery made the uplifting and personally empowering message of the holiness 
movement a good alternative for some of Bethel’s members. 
 Later records indicate that even with the changes made to Bethel’s official 
services in the 1870’s, little bubbles of opposition still popped up until at least the turn of 
the century. In 1881, Handy’s daughter was the church organist. At a board meeting, 
Handy raised the issue of his daughter’s pay being $2.00 short, although she had obtained 
“the consent of a majority of the Board of Trustees” to be gone one Sunday and should 
                                                
81 Ibid., 188-189. 
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have been paid while away. After discussion, it was revealed that Miss Handy “had not 
received consent of a majority of the Board,” to be absent. According to the secretary, 
“considerable time was devoted to the discussion,” and in the end, Miss Handy was not 
paid.82 Though it is subtle, it hardly seems insignificant that the trustees took this 
opportunity to demonstrate their authority over Miss Handy, the pastor’s daughter. In 
another instance James Dungee, the choir leader in 1891, moved the organ to 
accommodate a special service or concert. That week, the trustees agreed that Dungee 
should “be informed that the next time he wants something done that he first get the 
approval of the trustees.”83 When James Davage the chorister sent a “communication” to 
the board in 1897 requesting monthly compensation, it was “opposed vigorously” by 
Nimrod Westcott, one of the oldest and longest standing members of the board. The 
position of leading the choir had always been a volunteer role, and much of the board 
wanted to keep it that way. Ultimately, the board refused to put Davage on salary.84  
These episodes may seem inconsequential, yet other than issues related to church 
property the trustees’ records rarely demonstrate any real assertion of power over 
others—only in the case of the church’s musical activities. 
 As much as Bethel’s pastors wanted their well-known church to exemplify the 
elevated and decorous music they felt would dignify their people, in 1901 the 
congregation and choir were still singing by ear rather than by note. Although in the 
                                                
82 “Board of Trustees Minutes, 1878-1899,” 51, July 18, 1881. 
 
83 Ibid., 209, January 6, 1891. 
 
84 Ibid., 299-301, February 16, 1897, March 22, 1897, April 6, 1897. 
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1870’s the pastors bolstered the choir and encouraged the use of hymnbooks for hymn 
singing, their efforts nevertheless, seem to have created more of a façade than an actual 
change. Apparently so few members owned hymnals that all singing was left to the choir 
with members following along as they could. In January of 1901, “the condition of the 
choir came before the board,” and a committee of three trustees was formed to “make 
such recommendations to the board as would add to the improvement of the choir.”85 The 
committee proposed “the continuation of a Choir and not [for] the introduction of 
congregational singing exclusively.” They further recommended a “reorganization of the 
choir with a combination Leader who can play the Organ, Instruct and Lead.” If this was 
not possible and the choir was discontinued, the trustees would “be required to place 
racks on the back of the benches and supply the church with books for singing 
purposes.”86 Charles Dungee, Bethel’s organist of several years, made application for the 
new combined position and was offered a contract stating that among other things, he 
was “to teach the art of Music to the members of the choir, beginning with the 
rudimentary principles so that every member of the choir be trained to sing strictly by 
notes.”87 A year after Dungee took the position, he was the subject of discussion at the 
trustees’ February meeting as some felt “it has been evident that the progress of the choir 
has not been satisfactory.” According to the pastor, Dungee’s contract was being violated 
because he had not reorganized the choir or taught them music. Dungee was released as 
                                                
85 Ibid., 381 January 7, 1901. 
 
86 Ibid., 381, January 14, 1901. 
 
87 Ibid., 387-388. February 20, 1901. 
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choir leader, but remained as organist until his death many years later.88 Even in the late 
1930’s Bethel was paying Dungee’s widow a small pension.89 Whether Dungee refused 
to follow the contract or whether he simply lacked the skills needed to fill the order, he 
managed to avert the push for note reading and stay the course with whatever the music 
and worship norm was. Despite his failure to honor the terms of his agreement, Dungee 
continued at Bethel where he evidently was appreciated and well loved.  
 
Summary 
 
 Bethel’s people created and perpetuated religious music that survived even the 
most rigorous attempts of AME pastors to squelch it. While nevertheless submitting to 
the authority of their pastor, church leaders and musicians found ways to stifle and at 
times ignore mandates in order to continue with their traditional forms of worship. They 
discovered alternative ways to maintain their spiritual identities within the boundaries of 
the AME church, and sometimes without. Even where the church’s worship was 
reformed, it was infused with the genuine character and reality of Bethel’s members and 
their experiences. Bethel’s pastors held power over their members, and several were not 
afraid to threaten, coerce or browbeat those under them in order to shape a model church 
where AME notions about music and worship could be on display. They were often 
disappointed. Great numbers of Bethel’s members had the wherewithal to pursue their 
                                                
88 Ibid., 401-402, February 4, 1902. 
 
89 See for instance, “Board of Trustees Accounts, 1937-1941,” November 7, 1938, 51, Bethel 
African Methodist Episcopal Church Collection, 1825-1936, reel 1385, no. 2. 
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longings and break free from repressive forces within their own church; they developed 
imaginative options within a useful, though restrictive system.
 218 
CHAPTER FIVE 
ZOAR METHODIST EPISCOPAL CHURCH, PHILADELPHIA 
 
  
Figure 6. Zoar ME Church, Built 1838. Original Watercolor “For Sale” Advertisement, 1884. 
Courtesy of the Library Company of Philadelphia.
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Introduction 
 When Absalom Jones and Richard Allen led a group of African Americans out of 
St. George’s ME Church in Philadelphia sometime around 1787,1 a small group who did 
not agree with their decision to leave stayed behind. St. George’s African American 
members had already been worshiping in various homes separately from the white 
members during the week, but joined them for worship at the church on Sunday 
mornings. Those who chose not to leave with Jones and Allen continued this practice 
until 1794 when they were organized for separate Sunday worship under the auspices of a 
mission church known as Zoar.2 The often-told story of Jones’ and Allen’s departure 
from St. George’s is regarded as an epoch in black history. It is frequently hailed as a 
defining moment when black men and women determined to stand against racial 
discrimination and re-imagine Methodism for their own purposes. Jones became the first 
                                                
1 Several dates are significant in the chronology of African American religious independence in 
Philadelphia and the variation of these dates has led to some confusion for historians seeking to identify a 
singularly decisive moment when an independent black church was formed. To complicate this matter, 
Allen does not give the exact date he, Jones and the others walked out of St. George’s in his account of the 
events leading up to the founding of the AME Church, but simply discusses it in his explanation of how the 
Free African Society, a mutual aid society, was formed. My decision to use 1787 as the approximate date 
they left St. George’s is based on both AME tradition and black Protestant Episcopal tradition and 
documentation, which place the event at this time. However, in her research on African Methodists in 
Philadelphia, Doris Andrews argues 1792 as a possible date of departure based on financial records at St. 
George’s and a comment in Asbury’s journal. Richard Allen, The Life, Experience, and Gospel Labours of 
the Rt. Rev. Richard Allen. To Which is Annexed the Rise and Progress of the African Methodist Episcopal 
Church in the United States of America. Containing a Narrative of the Yellow Fever in the Year of Our 
Lord 1793: With an Address to the People of Colour in the United States (Philadelphia: Martin & Boden, 
1833), Documenting the American South, University Library, The University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill, http://docsouth.unc.edu/neh/allen/allen.html (accessed September 7, 2008); George F. Bragg, Jr., The 
First Negro Organization: The Free African Society Established on April 12th, 1787 (Baltimore: G.F. 
Bragg, 1924); Doris Andrews, “The African Methodists of Philadelphia, 1794-1802,” in Russell E. Richey, 
Kenneth E. Rowe, and Jean Miller Schmidt, ed. Perspectives on American Methodism: Interpretive Essays 
(Nashville, TN: Kingswood Books, 1993), 145-155. 
 
2 When Sodom and Gomorrah were destroyed because of their wickedness, God allowed Lot and 
his family, because of their righteousness and that of Abram’s, to flee to the small nearby town of Zoar 
(Genesis 19:18-22). 
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black Protestant Episcopal priest, but Allen, loyal to his Wesleyan heritage, eventually 
founded the African Methodist Episcopal Church to be controlled solely by and for 
African Americans. Unfortunately, the historical emphasis on Jones’ and Allen’s 
departure minimizes the steps African Americans in Philadelphia were already taking 
toward liberation prior to 1787 and nearly eliminates the tale of Zoar’s members and their 
equal, albeit different, fight for the freedom to worship how and where they pleased. 
Though Zoar’s members reacted in the same manner as the followers of Allen and 
Jones—by pulling away from the white congregation to meet on their own for worship—
little attention has been given to their history because no new movement was formed, and 
frankly, because its early records and activities were intertwined with a white church that 
deemed it insignificant.3 
 Called “the oldest continuing black United Methodist church in the United 
States,” early Zoar initially might appear antithetical to Afro-centrism.4 In form and 
practice, Zoar followed MEC prescriptions for worship, teaching and meeting. On the  
                                                
3 In his recent book A Will to Choose: The Origins of African American Methodists (Lanham, MD: 
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2007), J. Gordon Melton provides a general description of Zoar’s 
early history, which does not need to be repeated here. Melton primarily draws from secondary sources and 
the unpublished works of Joshua E. Licorish, Zoar’s pastor from 1957-1981, and Janet Harrison Shannon 
who in 1988 presented her paper, “Faith of Our Mothers and Fathers: Resurrecting the Histories of Early 
Black Churches,” to the 11th Annual Conference on Black History at Wilkes Barre, PA. Melton has filed 
copies of these papers at the Institute for Study of American Religion in Santa Barbara, CA, but they can 
also be found in “Zoar File,” St. George’s United Methodist Church Archives, Philadelphia. Licorish was 
an astute historian and civil rights activist. Some of his works can be found at African Zoar United 
Methodist Church in Philadelphia, the Schomburg Center in Harlem and the United Methodist Archives at 
Drew University, Madison, NJ. A short description of Zoar’s origins is included in J. H. Graham, Black 
United Methodists: Retrospect and Prospect (New York: Vantage Press, 1979), 57-58. 
 
4 Graham, 57. 
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Figure 7. List of members of “Zoar Class,” 1818. This list was found upside down at the back of a 
book of class members from St. George’s for the same year. Courtesy of St. George’s United 
Methodist Church Archives, Philadelphia. 
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surface, Zoar’s nineteenth-century class leader reports, centennial celebrations, Sunday 
morning worship services, women’s benevolent organization events, Sabbath school 
programs and countless other activities are practically indistinguishable from their white 
counterparts. They used the same hymnals, Disciplines and Sunday school materials as 
the white churches. Zoar’s first members could be construed as non-progressive because 
they did not express solidarity with Allen’s group by leaving St. George’s and the 
Philadelphia MEC Conference. Indeed, their decision to stay within the borders of a 
white-led denomination cost them the respect of some of their black Methodist peers and 
made them vulnerable to the charge that they willingly subjugated themselves to whites. 
A deeper look, however, reveals Zoar’s members were advocates for change and black 
humanity. On May 9, 1822 Robert Green, a member of Zoar, wrote a letter to the MEC 
bishops and Conference stating, 
That after being a member of Methodist Society upwards of thirty years and a 
Trustee a[nd] member of Zoar Church and after applying to Conference for the 
liberty of Transacting our own Temporal business in Zoar Church which they 
readily granted to us 21st May 1821, I was fully disowned by Mr. James Smith. I 
lay this before [you] for your consideration.5 
 
The record is unclear as to how Green’s case was resolved, but it is known that James 
Smith, a white minister who played a key role in the agitation with Richard Allen 
contributing to Bethel’s separation from the MEC, was expelled from ministry in 1839.6 
Members of Zoar, people like Green, were not passive in their relationship with the MEC 
                                                
5 Green’s letter was duplicated in African Zoar United Methodist Church 175th Anniversary 
Program found in “Zoar File,” St. George’s United Methodist Church Archives, Philadelphia. 
 
6 Melton, 100, 121. 
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and asserted their right to govern themselves. They separated for worship, but they 
maintained their connection with the MEC, believing God would use them as agents of 
reform from within. Zoar’s members were firmly tied to their American Methodist 
heritage, which began as an egalitarian movement, initially opposed slavery, cultivated 
lay leaders, and ministered to social needs. They refused to abandon the communal 
identity and spiritual memory Methodism had helped them to foster.  
 It may seem ironic to argue, as this chapter does, that Zoar’s nineteenth-century 
members were early black nationalists—African Americans who wanted to put black 
needs and identity first. Yet Zoar was founded as an independent black organization. 
Regardless of their continuing connection with white Methodists, it bears significant 
weight that when Zoar’s members officially named their church they called it African 
Zoar Methodist Episcopal Church to reflect their self-conscious identification with 
Africa.7 The purpose of this case study is to use Zoar’s musical life like a sonar device to 
delve beneath muddy waters of assumption and generalization and explore the deeply 
textured landscape of racial pride and dignity its members felt and practiced during the 
1870s and 1880s. First, it is necessary to examine what early black nationalism looked 
like and how Zoar’s members understood it. 
                                                
7 Zoar separated from St. George’s and assumed all of its own financial responsibilities under a 
gradual plan called the “Covenant of Assumption.” This plan was finalized in 1836. Zoar wrote a 
constitution and was chartered in 1837. The constitution provides the first written documentation of Zoar’s 
full title including the description “African.” For background on the “Covenant of Assumption,” see Joshua 
E. Licorish, “History of Zoar United Methodist Church, Founded 1794, Campingtown, Pennsylvania,” in 
African Zoar United Methodist Church 175th Anniversary Program, “Zoar File,” St. George’s United 
Methodist Church Archives. Philadelphia; Constitution of the African Zoar Methodist Episcopal Church 
(Philadelphia: Manly, Orr and Lippencott, 1842), United Methodist Archives, Drew University, Madison, 
NJ. 
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Protonationalism – Coming to Terms with a Shared Black Experience 
 
 Wilson Jeremiah Moses has argued that early black nationalists like Zoar’s 
members were ambivalent on issues of nationalism and assimilation, and did not find the 
two ideas mutually exclusive. To a large degree, they “identified with the history and 
culture of Europe and desired to merge their destiny with it.”8 The fact that in the 
nineteenth century Christianity was typically associated with European and Euro-
American civilization, thereby fostering white cultural superiority, paternalism and 
hierarchical relationships between whites and Blacks, has led some scholars to conclude 
that Christianity did more to push Blacks toward accommodation than liberation.9 This 
study, however, is in alignment with the arguments of scholars like C. Eric Lincoln, 
Lawrence H. Mamiya,10 Eugene Genovese11 and George M. Fredrickson who see the 
Black Church in America as characterized by a number of “dialectical tensions” 
including particularly the tension between “nonracial universalism and ethnic 
particularism.”12 This model, which allows for dynamic tension between seeming 
polarities like accommodation and liberation, provides a better tool for unearthing the 
                                                
8 Wilson Jeremiah Moses, The Golden Age of Black Nationalism: 1850-1925 (Hamden: Archon 
Books, 1978), 32-33. 
 
9 The most well known example is Frazier, The Negro Church in America, 1-19. 
 
10 C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence H. Mamiya, The Black Church in the African American 
Experience (Durham: Duke University Press, 1990), 13-14. Lincoln and Mamiya’s “dialectical model” 
consisting of six tensions within black churches is first outlined here. 
 
11 Eugene Genovese, “Religious Foundations of the Black Nation,” in African American Religious 
Thought: An Anthology, ed. Cornel West and Eddie S. Glaude, Jr. (Louisville and London: Westminster 
John Knox Press, 2003), 301-308. 
 
12 George M. Fredrickson, Black Liberation: A Comparative History of Black Ideologies in the 
United States and South Africa (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 59. 
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complexities of post-Reconstruction African American church life. It especially helps to 
explain how a church like Zoar could love and work with white Methodists while at the 
same time lay a foundation of protonational consciousness.  
 The form of nationalism Zoar’s nineteenth-century members subscribed to is a 
complex and multi-faceted precursor to the Pan-African nationalism of Marcus Garvey 
which promoted the world-wide unification of those of African ancestry, the self-reliance 
of African people, and nationhood. Instead, they were beginning to think, as Genovese 
has said, in terms of “the possibilities of nationality rather than class.”13 They identified 
with Frederick Douglass when he stated,  
In the Northern states, we are not slaves to individuals, not personal slaves, yet in 
many respects we are the slaves of the community. . . . It is more than a figure of 
speech to say that we as a people are chained together. . . .  Every one of us 
should be ashamed to consider himself free, while his brother is a slave.14 
 
The members of Zoar reflected a mutual concern and connectedness to all Africans, 
especially those of the African Diaspora who shared racial oppression with them. Sterling 
Stuckey has defined this type of black nationalism as one in which African Americans 
“thought positively about their ancestral home” and “enjoyed living apart from whites.”15 
He calls nineteenth-century black nationalism the “consciousness of a shared 
experience,” a consciousness which demanded “a recognition of bonds and obligations 
between Africans everywhere” and held the “conviction that Africans in America must 
                                                
13 Genovese, 302. 
 
14 Ibid., 40. 
 
15 Sterling Stuckey, The Ideological Origins of Black Nationalism (Boston: Beacon Press, 1972), 
1. 
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take responsibility for liberating themselves.”16 Motivated to help migrants and lower 
classes of Blacks, middle class Blacks like Zoar’s pastors and leaders ascribed to the 
ambiguous notion of “racial uplift” prominent in Philadelphia in the nineteenth century. 
Uplift meant different things to different people. Historian Robert Gregg parses out the 
various implications of uplift ideology saying, 
Members of the white elite believed that if the great republican experiment was to 
survive, then European immigrants and blacks would have to be elevated to their 
own level through a process of accommodation. . . . For members of the lower 
classes, the idea of “uplift” held out the possibility that they could ascend the 
Social Darwinist ladder and the promise that when they reached the top they 
would benefit from the same rights as other Americans to define and shape their 
world according to their own needs.17 
 
The idea of uplift was often expressed in terms of the “civilization” or the “elevation” of 
the masses of struggling African Americans who were considered ignorant spiritually and 
intellectually. In the nineteenth century, but much more so following the Civil War, black 
churches like Zoar assumed tremendous responsibility for these members of their race, 
asserting, “notwithstanding the various institutions for the spread of civilization, we 
recognize the church of our Lord Jesus Christ as the only efficient and sufficient 
instrumentality and organization for the ultimate reformation and salvation of the 
world.”18 Practically speaking, this meant providing education, racial advocacy, material 
assistance and spiritual training for church members. 
                                                
16 Ibid., 6. 
 
17 Gregg, Sparks from the Anvil of Oppression, 4. 
 
18 “Report of the Special Committee on the State of the Church,” 1882, 198, Minutes of the 
Delaware Annual Conference, 1864-1888. 
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 Early on, members of Zoar were active in providing service to the black 
community and in voicing the rights of black Americans. Zoar’s stewards’ records are 
exceptional in that they are filled with a noticeably large number of instances in which 
the stewards gave money or material goods to those who needed them. They were 
expedient in sharing money from the “poor fund” with a brother or sister in dire 
circumstances,19 formed committees to “raise provision groceries, or monies” or provide 
“a suit of clothes and a good Christmas dinner” for those in need,20 allowed members 
from other churches “to stand inside of the church and ask alms from the congregation as 
they passed”21 and set aside certain days “to collect money for the yellow fever sufferers 
in the South”22 or “to give a dinner for the aged members on Thanksgiving Day.”23 As 
early as 1826, Zoar organized two mutual aid societies for the benefit of their 
community: Beneficial Philanthropic Sons of Zoar and the Female Beneficial 
Philanthropic Society of Zoar.24 Perhaps most telling is Zoar’s connection with the 
                                                
19 See for instance, Zoar Methodist Episcopal Church “Stewards’ Records,” November 21, 1887, 
24 and March 19, 1888, 46, Zoar United Methodist Church Records, 1841-1981, Schomburg Center for 
Research in Black Culture, The New York Public Library, microfilm. 
 
20 Ibid., December 12, 1887, 28. 
 
21 Ibid. 
 
22 Ibid., October 22, 1888, 85. 
 
23 Ibid., November 19, 1888, 90. 
 
24 Joshua E. Licorsish, Harry Hosier, African Pioneer Preacher Including Brief History of African 
Zoar Methodist Church Founded 1794, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania (Philadelphia: Afro-Methodist 
Associates, 1967), “Zoar file,” St. George’s United Methodist Church Archives, Philadelphia. 
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Underground Railroad, which commenced in 1838.25 Consistent with their history, in the 
years following the Civil War when southern migrants were flooding Philadelphia, the 
members of Zoar molded their ministry to meet the needs of the black community. 
 
Music and Worship at Zoar 
 
 Zoar’s musical activities bring to light how Zoar’s people fashioned a religious 
life that was uniquely theirs even when they followed typical MEC formats and musical 
choices for public services. Unlike some black churches from this period, there is no 
indication that Zoar suffered dissension over what kind of songs to sing or how they were 
sung. As W. C. Dickerson wrote in his “History of Zoar Methodist Episcopal Church. 
No. 7” at the end of his pastoral appointment in 1879, “I leave 317 full members and not 
a Jordon strain26 amongst them.”27 This apparent peacefulness over music in public 
worship and the use of the MEC hymnal does not mean, as some have argued, that these 
African American were trying to be like whites or that little that was African survived in 
                                                
25 Charles Blockson, The Underground Railroad in Pennsylvania (Jacksonville, NC: Flame 
International, 1981), 13. 
 
26 Probably a reference to the tension between Abram’s herdsmen and Lot’s herdsmen that led to 
their parting near the plains of the Jordan River (Genesis 13:7-10). 
 
27 W. C. Dickerson, “History of Zoar Church, No. 7” in “Church Record Book, 1879-1885,” Zoar 
United Methodist Church Records, 1841-1981. Dickerson was pastor of Zoar from 1876-1879. On April 
27, 1875 Dickerson’s wife Elmira died “in peace” at the age of thirty. On February 14, 1878, he married 
Martha “Mattie” Deborah Bryan, a member of the Zoar Congregation. Mattie died of  “hemorrhages” on 
October 27, 1882 at the age of twenty-nine, just three years after she was married. Dickerson who wrote her 
obituary said he believed “she did as much to build up the church as he did.” According to Dickerson, “she 
always had a kind word for every body, and could always smile at the raging storm of afflictions and 
trials.” Her obituary can be found in the Journal of the Delaware Conference of the Methodist Episcopal 
Church, 197 and Elmira’s under “Memoirs” for 1875. Dickerson’s naming of his history as “No. 7” leaves 
us to conclude there must have been six previous histories written, none of which are currently extant. 
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their music making.28 As previously discussed, the African American members of St. 
George’s MEC, which included the founders of both Bethel and Zoar, first began meeting 
separately from the white members so they might “sing, pray, and worship with a sense 
of free participation and unhampered expression.”29  
 In 1801, fifteen years before Bethel Church separated from the MEC and before 
Richard Allen and others formed the AME denomination, Allen published his Spiritual 
Songs and Hymns, which was very likely used at Zoar as well as Bethel. Allen published 
it in Philadelphia and certainly intended that it be broadly available for use in black 
churches. Though Zoar was supplied with white ministers by the MEC, those ministers 
often did not attend services and left the preaching and flow of worship to black lay 
preachers. Jeffrey Beulah and the well-known Harry Hoosier who traveled and preached 
with Francis Asbury are among some of Zoar’s earliest black leaders.30 No doubt they 
would have made use of the hymnal compiled by their black friend and peer. Southern 
has noted Allen “consciously set about to collect hymns that would have a special appeal 
to the members of his congregation, hymns that undoubtedly were long-time favorites of 
black Americans.” She further points out that “these hymns represent the black 
                                                
28 Examples include Frazier, The Negro Church in America, 68-81; Gatewood, Aristocrats of 
Color: The Black Elite, 1880-1920, 292-293; Hall, In the Vineyard: Working in African American Studies, 
147. 
 
29 The Journal of Zoar Celebrating the Centennial of the Delaware Annual Conference the 
Methodist Church, 1864 - 1964 and the One Hundred and Seventieth Anniversary of Zoar Methodist 
Church, 1794 - 1964, “Zoar File,” St. George’s United Methodist Church Archives, Philadelphia. 
 
30 G. A. Raybold, Reminiscences of Methodism in West Jersey (New York: Lane & Scott, 1849), 
168. This source also states that Harry Hoosier was buried in “the ground attached to Old Zoar.” 
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worshipers’ own choices, not the choices of white missionaries and ministers.”31 Allen’s 
inclusion of “wandering refrains,” an improvisational chorus attached to the end of a 
hymn, encouraged freedom and informality in services.32 
  In keeping with the tradition of choosing hymns for worship that were in line with 
African American spirituality and ideology, in the 1870s and 1880s Zoar’s members sang 
hymns like, “A Charge to Keep I Have,” “Oh! For a Heart to Praise My God,” 33 “How 
Firm a Foundation,” and “All Hail the Power of Jesus Name.”34 These were familiar 
hymns to all Methodists, but for Zoar’s members, they were expressions of the religious 
life they and their forebears had chosen in America. Scholars Frey and Wood, along with 
Raboteau and others, have established that although Congregationalists, Presbyterians, 
and Episcopalians made attempts to Christianize the slaves, Methodists and Baptists were 
the first to offer any real appeal to African Americans.35 The music and hymnody of these 
religious movements was arguably their most important draw. In these songs, African 
Americans found personal meaning and as religious documents, so to speak, they allowed 
them to store and recall distinctly African American spiritual memories. Octavia Victoria 
Rogers, the wife of an African American MEC pastor, recorded several conversations she 
had with former slaves in the 1870s and 1880s, later published in a volume called The 
                                                
31 Southern, The Music of Black Americans, 75.  
 
32 Ibid., 79. 
 
33 “Stewards’ Records,” September 5, 1887 and January 2, 1888. 
 
34 Minutes of the Delaware Annual Conference, 1864-1888, 1886, 19. 
 
35 Frey and Wood, Come Shouting to Zion; Rabateau, Slave Religion; Pitts, Jr., Old Ship of Zion: 
The Afro-Baptist Ritual in the African Diaspora. 
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House of Bondage. She tells the story of “Uncle John,” a MEC class leader and former 
slave who wanted to learn to read. According to Rogers, 
Uncle John always made it a habit to stop in on Saturday evenings. He was a 
steward of his church, and as he could not read very well he said he had made up 
his mind to study and try to learn more. He wanted to learn to read the Bible and 
hymnbook, anyhow, he said. He had to lead prayer-meeting in his church very 
often, and he said it would do him so much good if he could only read his Bible 
and hymn-book; so he employed me to teach him. . . . He decided that the first 
thing I must do was to read a chapter in the Bible, and also to read a hymn, saying 
he wanted to get them "by heart." His favorite hymns were: “Show pity, Lord,” 
“How firm a foundation,” “Must I be to judgement [sic] brought?” and “Try us, O 
God.” 
 
When Rogers began to read the hymn “How Firm a Foundation,” it conjured up a vivid 
memory for Uncle John, the memory of a friend and fellow slave named “Silas” who died 
while trying to escape slavery. Uncle John interrupted his studies to recount, 
He had run away and was caught by the dogs one morning, and his marster came 
up to him while he was fighting with the dogs, and Silas give one dog a blow and 
almost killed him. The hound was one of the best ones his marster had. Madam, 
Silas’s marster got off of his horse right there where they caught him and beat 
Silas with his pistol all over for nothing because he would not let the dog bite 
him. He made the dogs bite Silas all over his body. The dogs bit him under the 
throat. When he got Silas home he put him in irons, but Silas could not walk. 
Silas was almost dead when his marster put the irons on him. 
 
To Uncle John, the essential part of the memory was that although Silas was almost dead, 
unable to walk, and in irons, he “crawled way off from his plantation and died under a 
shade-tree.” Silas was determined to be free, and if he had to die for freedom, he would 
not do it on the plantation where he had been a slave. As Uncle John reminisced about the 
kind of man Silas was, he remembered, “We used to go to church on Sundays together. 
O, how he used to love that hymn, ‘How firm a foundation!’ He knowed every word of it 
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by heart.”36 Uncle John and Silas “used to hear the white people sing:”  
How firm a foundation, ye saints of the Lord, 
Is laid for your faith in his excellent word! 
What more can he say, than to you he hath said, 
To you, who for refuge to Jesus have fled? 
 
Fear not, I am with thee, O be not dismayed, 
For I am thy God, I will still give thee aid; 
I'll strengthen thee, help thee, and cause thee to stand, 
Upheld by my gracious, omnipotent hand. 
 
When through the deep waters I call thee to go, 
The rivers of sorrow shall not overflow; 
For I will be with thee thy trials to bless, 
And sanctify to thee thy deepest distress. 
 
The soul that on Jesus hath leaned for repose, 
I will not, I will not desert to his foes; 
That soul, though all hell shall endeavor to shake, 
I'll never, no never, no never forsake! 
 
Once they knew the words “by heart” they sang new meaning into them—meaning 
beyond what any white person had ever imagined. Lyrics like these nurtured a liberating 
mindset in African Americans like Silas and Uncle John and were imported with new 
significance following emancipation as freedmen and freedwomen fought different 
battles for freedom. Hymns like “How Firm a Foundation” were imbedded with powerful 
religious memories of past struggles and represented a shared black faith that extended 
beyond the boundary of death. 
 Many of the hymns favored by black Methodists provided kinship and unity 
language to a race shaping a collective identity. On September 17, 1888 in a special 
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service devoted to Zoar’s history, “Are We Yet Alive and See Each Others Face” and 
“God Be With Us Till We Meet Again” were sung. “Are We Yet Alive,” written by 
Charles Wesley, was a favorite hymn at Zoar: 
And are we yet alive, 
and see each other's face? 
Glory and thanks to Jesus give 
for his almighty grace! 
 
What troubles have we seen, 
what mighty conflicts past, 
fightings without, and fears within, 
since we assembled last! 
 
Yet out of all the Lord 
hath brought us by his love; 
and still he doth his help afford, 
and hides our life above. 
 
In “God Be With Us” the singers sang to each other: 
God be with you till we meet again; 
Neath his wings securely hide you, 
Daily manna still provide you: 
God be with you till we meet again. 
 
Refrain:  
Till we meet, till we meet, 
Till we meet at Jesus’ feet; 
Till we meet, till we meet, 
God be with you till we meet again. 
 
God be with you till we meet again; 
When life’s perils thick confound you, 
Put his arms unfailing round you: 
God be with you till we meet again. 
 
God be with you till we meet again; 
Keep love’s banner floating o’er you, 
Smite death’s threatening wave before you: 
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God be with you till we meet again.37 
  
These hymns gave voice to the practical realities of African Americans living in 
Philadelphia in the 1870s and 1880s; threatened by racism and even violence in civil and 
social affairs, words like “Are we yet alive?” were vivid and real. Faced with unjust work 
conditions, meager living conditions, and fears related to daily survival and the quest for 
“daily manna,” Zoar’s members found strength in the communal emphasis of hymns 
which reinforced they were not alone, but part of a larger body. 
 Zoar had an organ and choir well before the close of the Civil War and it is 
known that instrumental music, probably for a small orchestra, was purchased for 
Christmas services in 1887.38 Dickerson wrote with pride in 1879, “an Organ 
commensurate to the building stands at the South End of the whole Establishment is 
Extremely creditable to the Colored people.”39 That they could acquire such a thing was 
considered a badge of honor. Little record survives of the choir’s activities; however, it 
participated regularly in Zoar’s Sunday morning services throughout the second half of 
the nineteenth century and occasionally led in worship at the Delaware Annual 
Conference of Colored Churches (MEC) as in 1886 when “Anniversary services were 
opened with singing hymn 930, by Zoar M. E.  Choir.”40 Sometime around 1890 
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members of Zoar formed the “Allen Chapel Choir,” most assuredly in honor of Richard 
Allen.41 
 Of course, the sound of Zoar’s singing and worship has not been preserved, but 
several accounts give insight into its emotive quality and clarify why these African 
Americans were eager to worship separately from white people. At least until 1820, black 
churchgoers in Philadelphia were incorporating improvisational singing, bodily 
movement, moaning, and shouting in their services. John Fanning Watson, a white 
Methodist leader complained, 
We have too, a growing evil, in the practice of singing in our places of public and 
society worship, merry airs, adapted from old songs, to hymns of our composing: 
often miserable as poetry, and senseless as matter. . . . Most frequently [these 
hymns are] composed and first sung by the illiterate blacks of the society.42 
 
In the 1850s and 1860s, a handful of Philadelphia’s black ministers began attempts to 
reshape music and worship practices in their churches. They believed the expressive and 
spontaneous style of worship practiced by many African Americans was “degraded” and 
“ignorant,” and felt that in order for African Americans to “progress” and achieve 
“respectability,” they needed to surrender the religious worship practices they saw as 
“disgraceful to themselves, the race, and the Christian name.”43 “Mother Bethel” 
(Philadelphia), was the model for the AME’s musical ideals (largely influenced by Daniel 
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Payne, an AME bishop by this time), which aimed at hymnals for each singer or family, 
singing strictly by note, choral and instrumental leadership, choral anthems and other 
“sacred solos,” and the elimination of extemporaneous bodily movement, singing and 
shouting. Bethel’s powerful influence undoubtedly impacted other black Methodists in 
Philadelphia.  
 By the 1860’s, a more structured style of worship was the status quo for Zoar. 
This was maintained for a while, but when migrants began moving north during 
emancipation and joined Zoar’s congregation, latent tendencies resurfaced. The Delaware 
Conference complained of “excesses and extravagances” that had crept back into their 
services during the 1870s. The Conference used this terminology to refer to the 
demonstrative style of worship favored by many African Americans. In fact, these 
“extravagances” may have been kept out of the sanctuary in the 1850s and 1860s, while 
nonetheless surviving in private meetings or fringe churches. Even in 1899 Du Bois could 
write, “there are . . . continually springing up and dying a host of little noisy missions 
which represent the older and more demonstrative worship.”44 In 1878, somewhere near 
Philadelphia, Payne attended a “bush meeting,” where he “went to please the pastor” 
whose circuit he was visiting. According to Payne, “after the sermon they formed a ring, 
and with coats off sung, clapped their hands and stamped their feet in a most ridiculous 
and heathenish way.”45 Notably, this event was sanctioned and encouraged by a pastor. 
Although some AME and ME pastors were responsible for squelching the spontaneous 
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worship style of their congregants in the mid to late 1800s, broad generalizations about 
pastoral control cloud the fact that each church took a unique stance and developed its 
own “worship personality” depending on the interpretations of its leaders and the agency 
of its people. Even Payne had to admit, “I have been strongly censured because of my 
efforts to change the mode of worship or modify the extravagances indulged in by the 
people.”46 Though he was probably successful in influencing the development of a more 
“orderly” and structured style of worship as the norm for mainline black churches like 
Zoar, it is clear that the emotive and demonstrative singing style many African 
Americans preferred was never completely eradicated.  
 Since it is impossible to hear the singing of Zoar’s nineteenth-century 
congregation, looking to the few documented instances of worship at Zoar and the 
recorded feelings of the participants are the only means for gaining insight into the style 
of worship they practiced in the 1870s and 1880s and the meaning it held for them. J. C. 
Smith, the secretary of Zoar’s official board, described a service that took place at Zoar 
on September 17, 1888, saying, 
We had with us the Rev. Joshua R. Brinkley, Jr. who spoke verry abley for the 
good of the Church and his remembrence of Zoar M. E.  Church. It was like the 
precious ointment upon the head that ran down upon the beard, even Aaron’s 
beard that went down to the skirts of his garment to our souls.47 Bro. Jacob A. 
Jeffers responded with some steering remarks our hearts did burn with in while 
they yet spake. After being led by Bro. Hodges in singing Are we yet alive and see 
each others face Bro. D. P. Brown spoke with power not of himself touching 
every heart that . . . sit in our midst. Then after being lead in singing hymn God be 
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with you until we meet again by Bro. W. H. C. Young . . . the pastor gave us 
another spiritual shower with the closing remarks the Bros. present at the close 
was Messers. D. P. Brown, J. W. Pipes, W. H. C. Young, S. H. Hodges, J. M. 
Pipes, Nicholas Lowler, Timothy Congo, Samuel G. Pennington, Alfred H. 
Bantum and Jacob Jeffries. . . . Benediction by Bro. Rev. J. R. Brinkley, Jr.48 
 
The secretary’s comments indicate that the participants freely expressed themselves and 
were emotionally responsive to the service and songs. Smith provides its basic structure, 
including words by various speakers, hymn singing, a sermon, more singing, closing 
remarks and a benediction. This simple liturgy reflects Methodist tradition focusing on 
the “conversion of heart and mind” in which the “general pattern was to progress from 
the ‘preliminaries’ (e.g. singing, prayers, testimonies), to a ‘message,’ followed by an 
invitation to commitment.”49 In a period when the MEC was increasingly providing 
prescriptive formats for worship services to its body, it is useful to note that individual 
congregations still maintained a degree of autonomy when holding public worship.50 That 
the loyal Methodists of Zoar hung onto the free worship style (at least in some settings) 
that initially was one of Methodism’s greatest draws for African Americans upholds the 
belief that “simple, free, and locally derived styles of worship have always existed 
alongside the official ordines approved by the legislative bodies of Methodism.”51  
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 Evidence that Zoar retained a demonstrative worship style into the 1880s, or that 
it at least reemerged in public worship at that time, can be seen in the efforts of its 
governing body, the Delaware Conference, to put a stop to it. In 1875, the Delaware 
Conference Committee on Public Worship gave an address on congregational singing and 
the “Mode of Worship” in their churches, which included Zoar. The committee stated, 
Whereas, an occasional remark has been thrown out in the proceedings of this 
conference, intimating the importance of improving our mode of worship, and 
Whereas, This thought is one which may not be passed over lightly, as singing is 
a part of divine worship, therefore, to guard against formality in singing we offer 
for your adoption the following resolutions:  
Resolved 1st, That every minister having a charge, shall read the form of the 
discipline on the spirit and truth of singing on page 44 section 11 
Resolved 2nd that each minister shall preach sermons on the proper mode of 
worship 
Resolved 3rd That each Presiding Elder shall inquire in the Quarterly Conference 
whether the preacher has faithfully discharged this part of his duty52 
 
Though the committee did not explicitly describe what they saw as the problem with 
congregational singing, their use of “mode of worship” makes plain they were referring 
to an expressive, loud and spontaneous worship style. During this period some white 
church leaders also complained about changes in worship, but their protests centered on 
the shift from freer worship forms to more structured forms.53 African American leaders, 
however, often used the term “mode of worship” to refer to African sensibilities in 
religious music; this use may have been initiated by Payne who often referred to the 
“ignorant mode of worship” practiced by the “masses” when describing ring shouts and 
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other forms of slave-style worship, but it was repeated over and over by various black 
church leaders.54 
 The phrase “formality in singing” used by the Delaware Conference was one used 
by John Wesley and handed down though the MEC Book of Discipline. Wesley while 
visiting a parish in Neath was “greatly disgusted at the manner of singing,” because 
“twelve or fourteen persons kept it to themselves and shut out the congregation.” They 
“repeated the same words, contrary to all sense or reason, six, or eight or ten times over,” 
and “different persons sung different words at one and the same moment.”55 Wesley also 
cautioned against singing too slowly and upheld that congregations should be “taught to 
sing.”56 Holding to their Methodist heritage as an interpretive tool, the ministers that 
made up the Delaware Conference continued to discuss what they must do to teach their 
members to sing, particularly in light of southern influences that were affecting their 
congregational singing as migrants filled their churches in the 1870s.57 At the Delaware 
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Annual Conference in 1880, a “Report of the Special Committee on the State of the 
Church” was given to address this issue: 
In accordance with the intellectual growth of our people, we advocate the giving 
of judicious instruction by precept and example, as to the mode of worship among 
our people, discountenancing the many extravagances and exces[s]es that have 
crept in within the past ten years.58 
 
This comment demonstrates very clearly the link black MEC ministers saw between 
musical practices and racial uplift. In order for African Americans to gain equality and 
respect, they needed to be “civilized”—to grow intellectually; in matters of worship, this 
meant setting aside “extravagances and excesses” and singing in an orderly and decorous 
manner. Through the careful formulation and control of public worship and the 
maintenance of MEC standards for choirs, instruments and congregational singing, 
Zoar’s leaders modeled the type of “uplift” thinking historian Edward L. Wheeler calls  
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“a rich interplay of accommodation and possibility.”59 By attempting to modify their 
worship to fit white-influenced MEC molds, Zoar’s leaders were not only 
accommodating to the ideals of the dominant race, they were also hopeful about the 
possibility of gaining respect, and therefore equality. In 1880 the Conference forcefully 
stated, 
We reaffirm the loyalty and devotion of the colored membership of the Methodist 
Episcopal Church in America, and to emphatically disclaim any intention on our 
part, for a separation or change in the relations which we sustain in that body. But 
at the same time, we feel the necessity of a Special effort, on the part of the 
church, to remove from us certain serious obstacles to the development and 
progress of our race. Our position is not analogous to that of the German element, 
or any other, but we are separated from all others at present, by a line which 
reaches from our pulpits to the last resting place of our dead. We deprecate the 
existence of the dividing line, but do not feel that we are responsible for its 
continuance.”60 
 
These words of self-assurance and determination hardly speak of a people surrendered to 
prevailing forces. Rather, they suggest a bold willingness to stand against racial injustice 
even while operating within the very framework that perpetuated it. From its origins 
Zoar’s members believed that remaining within the MEC was the most direct and 
Christian way for them to combat racism. In contrast to the founders of Bethel, Zoar’s 
leaders believed change would come from within the MEC. As Melton observes, 
“Whereas the struggle in which [Richard] Allen engaged was built around gaining 
autonomy for himself and the African membership, Zoar’s leadership would join with the 
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other Black ME congregations in a struggle to gain equality.”61 In the late nineteenth 
century, they believed they were gaining ground. While pastor at Zoar in 1886, J. Hudson 
Riddick, part of a committee reporting on “the State of the Church,” told the Delaware 
Conference, 
We thank God that we are able to say, the Color line is recognized by the M. E.  
Church. Race distinctions were completely buried by the last General Conference, 
declaring, That no distinction shall be made in reference to our Church and 
Schools, on account of race, color, or previous condition. The spirit of our Church 
is not sectional, but national.62 
 
By conforming to denominational standards, imbedded with white ideals of civilization 
and accomplishment, African American MEC leaders were trying to demonstrate through 
their organizations, education, and worship that “no distinction” needed to be made for 
their churches.  
 Digging a little deeper into Zoar’s musical life in the latter third of the nineteenth 
century makes it apparent that conclusions drawn strictly from what the leaders of Zoar 
and the Delaware Conference believed should be done cautiously. A musicological 
approach to Zoar’s history reveals how ambiguous, complex, and perhaps even jumbled, 
thoughts about race and nationality were among African Americans immediately 
following the Civil War. Yet, as has been demonstrated, Zoar was a place where various 
attitudes and ideas about race and racial needs coexisted and commingled. The tension 
between structured worship and a freer, more expressive worship style implicit in the 
                                                
61 Melton, A Will to Choose, 107. 
 
62 “Report of the Special Committee on the State of the Church,” 1886, 52, Minutes of the 
Delaware Annual Conference, 1864-1888. 
 
244 
 
religious life of Zoar’s people gives a taste of the “double-consciousness” African 
American Methodists in nineteenth-century Philadelphia experienced—the “two-ness,” 
Du Bois spoke of when he claimed “two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; 
two warring ideals in one dark body.”63 Zoar’s members were Methodists and part of the 
white-led MEC connection. Further, they were black Philadelphians who were part of an 
urban, northern black tradition rooted in the teaching of key African American leaders 
like Daniel Payne and influenced by their close Bethel peers who believed racial uplift 
was dependent upon acceptance of the dominant culture’s standards of “respectability.”64 
But Zoar’s heritage was built on black freedom of expression and the choice to adhere to 
a religion they found authentic as African Americans. Zoar’s people were neither passive 
members of their denomination, nor mere imitators of white churches. They saw their 
position as a negotiated one—one they chose. In his work “Of the Black Church and the 
Making of a Black Republic,” Eddie S. Glaude, Jr. has begun to open up a way of talking 
about how black Christians reinterpreted what was presumably “a white man’s religion” 
to make it relevant for their lives. Preferring the term “structure of ambivalence” to Du 
Bois’ “double-consciousness,” Glaude suggests that the inner feeling of tension and 
ambiguity nineteenth-century black evangelicals possessed drove them to solutions. By 
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facing questions of evil and inequality head on, black Christians like those at Zoar could 
exist within a white structure of religion while making it distinctly theirs.65 
 In the mid-1880s when tension over musical preference, and ultimately 
community identity, was mounting, “gospel praise songs” entered the scene and served to 
align the interests of both those who wanted to “uplift” the race and those who wanted to 
worship in an authentic and enthusiastic way. When the Delaware Conference ministers 
tried to reform congregational singing in the late 1870s and early 1880s, member 
participation waned. Sunday services lacked vitality until the mid-1880’s when gospel 
hymnody began to enter the Sunday school and eventually Sunday services. This type of 
music popularized by the Moody and Sankey revivals of the period was emotional, 
evangelistic and easy to sing and remember. Gospel songs met the approval of the black 
MEC ministers and in 1885, H. A. Monroe, the pastor of Zion ME Church in 
Wilmington, Delaware, told the Delaware Conference, 
Gospel Praise meetings have been held monthly. The result has been increased 
attendance at all the other meetings a swell great improvement in the singing, the 
joining of Church and Sabbath School is in closer union and a deeper spiritual 
power upon the congregation.66 
 
As gospel songs gained in popularity, they began being used for Sunday morning 
services. In 1889 J. H. Johnson, Presiding Elder for the Dover District, enthusiastically 
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spoke of the usefulness of gospel songs saying, “the songs of the Sunday School have 
found their way into the Sabbath Sanctuary, and have given new life and vigor to the 
songs of worship in the church.” Advocating the evangelistic power of such songs, 
Johnson stated, 
We sing to day, not only for sound, but for sense. Not only to keep ourselves 
awake, but to wake up the world of sinners lost. Not only to draw the wandering 
attention of the restless pupils on our Sunday School benches but to draw in the 
wandering souls that have strayed far from the loving care of the good Shepherd.  
The songs of the Sabbath School are a power in the conversion of souls. The 
sweet strains of the “Ninety and nine,” have called back so many lost souls 
wandering afar off in the desert wilderness of sin. The lips of our little ones 
ringing out the bold strains of “Hold the Fort,” have given fresh courage to many 
a doubting, despairing child of God, while the sweeter melody, “What a Friend 
We Have in Jesus” has been a God given message of comfort to many a sad, 
weary friendless heart.”67 
 
On September 17th the same year, evidently encouraged by the prospect of invigorating 
their Sunday worship, Zoar paid $2.50 “for Gospel Songs.”68  
 Amanda Berry Smith, a Methodist preacher known for her compelling singing 
voice, favored the use of gospel songs when she preached.69 During one service she “sang 
from the Winnowed Hymns that beautiful song, ‘Jesus of a Nazareth Passeth By.’” 
Popularized by Sankey, the song included verses such as 
Bring out your sick and blind and lame, 
‘Tis to restore them Jesus came; 
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Compassion infinite you’ll find 
With boundless power in Him combined. 
Come quickly while salvation’s nigh, 
“Jesus of Nazareth passeth by.” 
 
Ye sin-sick souls, who feel your need, 
He comes to you, a Friend indeed; 
Rise from your weary, wakeful couch, 
Haste to secure His healing touch; 
No longer sadly wait and sigh, 
“Jesus of Nazareth passeth by.”70 
 
Smith who attended a Moody revival in Boston in 1877, believed such songs had spiritual 
power. She recalled the effect it had on hearers when she sang it: “The Lord blest the 
singing and it captured their attention, and before I got though I saw a number of them 
were touched.”71  
 Charlotte Brooks, a former slave, was greatly affected by a gospel song she heard 
at her church called “All the Way my Savior Leads Me,” written by Fanny Crosby and 
first published in Brightest and Best: A Choice Collection of New Songs, Duets, 
Choruses, Invocation and Benediction Hymns for the Sunday School and Meetings of 
Prayer and Praise in 1875. Charlotte told Octavia Rogers, 
Ever since I came to town I never miss going to church; and the other Sunday 
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morning I went into the Sunday-school before church began, and I heard the 
children sing something like this: “All the way my Saviour leads me.” And when 
them children sang that it filled my eyes with tears, for I just thought how good 
the Lord had been to me. He had brought me through so much hardship, and I 
said, “Here I am, Lord, blest to sit down and hear singing and preaching.” It was 
the first time I had ever heard that hymn, and I thought it was so sweet to my soul. 
Charlotte heard the lyrics, 
 
All the way my Saviour leads me; 
What have I to ask beside? 
Can I doubt his tender mercy, 
Who through life has been my guide? 
Heavenly peace, divinest comfort, 
Here by faith in him I dwell! 
For I know whate’er befall me, 
Jesus doeth all things well. 
 
All the way my Saviour leads me; 
Cheers each winding path I tread; 
Gives me grace for every trial; 
Feeds me with the living bread; 
Though my weary steps may falter, 
And my soul athirst may be, 
Gushing from the Rock before me, 
Lo! a spring of joy I see. 
 
Charlotte explained the meaning this song spoke into her everyday life:  
O, bless the Lord for the chance of hearing those words! They suit my case. I 
want to sing that very hymn in glory. Yes, ‘Jesus led me all the way.’ Sometimes 
I don’t know where I'll get a piece of bread when I get up in the morning, but still 
I’m living and praising God. We poor old colored people were turned off the 
plantations without any thing in this world to go on—turned out like in the woods. 
Mrs. B.—promised me last week if I’d come around and wash dishes for her 
every day she would give me the scraps she had left always at meals. I thank the 
Lord for that much. I don’t need much in this world, no how—just enough to keep 
soul and body together. I know I can’t stay here much longer, I don’t want 
nothing in this world. If I can just get a little coffee every morning and a piece of 
bread I am satisfied. 
When she heard this, Octavia Rogers asked, “Aunt Charlotte, you can’t always get a little 
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coffee and bread?” Charlotte simply responded, “No, child.”72 Gospel songs were 
appealing because they could easily be personalized; very often they were written in first 
person language, as in “for I know whate’er befall me, Jesus doeth all things well.” Cone 
cogently explains how African Americans reinterpreted lyrical messages like these, 
which were written by whites: 
Black people did not unquestioningly adopt the white interpretation of scriptural 
language. Rather, they invested scriptural language with the meaning that was 
consistent with their struggle to affirm themselves as people, their identity and 
their freedom. The existential “I” in black religion, then, did not have as its 
content the religious individualism and guilt of white religion or refer to personal 
conversion in those terms. Neither was it simply a black duplication of the 
Protestant idea of the priesthood of all believers. The “I” of black . . . religion was 
born in the context of the brokenness of black existence.73 
 
African Americans found gospel praise songs a means for voicing their experience as 
they entered urban life in the post-Reconstruction era. For them, these songs had a 
personal message with liberating power. 
 Gospel praise songs had the same effect in white churches as they did African 
American churches—they invigorated Sunday morning worship. But on a deeper plane, 
at least at Zoar, they united black church leaders with their people and served as a sort of 
compromise. The rousing, singable gospel song, with its simple repeated chorus and 
hopeful message, was a musical form the pastors and members of black MEC churches 
like Zoar could both agree on. It was structured, printed and theologically sanctioned, but 
it was also rhythmic, repetitive and emotional. Wyatt Walker has described the gospel 
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praise song as “a transitional form that bridged the slavery and Reconstruction periods.”74 
This agreement over music and worship style had a unifying effect that allowed the Zoar 
community to move past differences and strengthen its collective identity. 
 Aside from regular Sunday morning worship services, Zoar, like many 
nineteenth-century African American churches in border cities, hosted numerous other 
events and celebrations where music played a key role. These musical affairs once again 
offer a means for probing into the complex ways nineteenth-century urban Blacks 
understood and shaped the world they lived in. One very common activity in nineteenth-
century black churches was the commemorative service; they were never short on reasons 
to celebrate an anniversary. Newspapers and church records make it clear that such 
services were held with regularity to commemorate the founding of churches or 
denominations, individual leaders, the Sunday school, the end of slavery or the formation 
of various organizations. As discussed in an earlier chapter, these historical events played 
a memory-making role; however, they also served social and practical needs, like 
educating members and attendees about important aspects of church life or drawing the 
community together to affirm solidarity and unity of purpose. Though numerous such 
events were held and evidence indicates that programs were often provided, few records 
have emerged which describe what actually took place. It is not uncommon to find 
souvenir programs from the late 1890’s, but programs from an earlier date are rare. That 
is why a program from the Twenty-eighth Anniversary Celebration of the Zoar ME 
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Church Sabbath School from 1870 held by the Historic Society of Pennsylvania is an 
exceptional find.75 This three and half by five inch pamphlet is eight pages long and 
provides the entire order of the celebration, the majority of which is singing.  
 
The Importance of Sunday School 
 
 On Sunday, April 24, 1870, the week after Easter, Zoar celebrated the twenty-
eighth anniversary of the founding of their Sabbath school.76 The program from this event 
reveals how Zoar’s members filtered Methodist resources like teaching methods and 
songs through a race-conscious sieve, re-appropriating them to service the needs of the 
African American community. It also gives insight into how Zoar nurtured a culture of 
participation. As part of an oral culture, church leaders knew Sabbath school singing was 
a valuable tool for engaging church members and parents in the educational process and 
for fostering a sense of joint ownership in church activities. Through its accessible music 
and graduated system of learning tailored to meet each student at his or her own level of 
progress, the Sunday school drew Zoar’s people together, regardless of class, literary 
skill, or cultural background. 
 When Zoar established its Sunday school in 1842, only five years after they 
became a fully independent church, they were establishing what they saw as the primary 
                                                
75 Twenty-Eighth Anniversary of the Zoar M. E.  Sabbath School, Sunday Afternoon, April 24, 
1870 at 2 1/2  O,Clock, P.M. In the Church, Brown Street, above Fourth (Philadelphia: Senseman & Son, 
1870), The Historical Society of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia. 
 
76 Official publications recommended that churches celebrate Sunday school anniversaries on 
holidays like Easter. The fact that this event took place the week after Easter may reflect work obligations 
of African Americans in Philadelphia, particularly women, whose domestic services were required by their 
white employers on Easter. 
 
252 
 
agency for teaching their children skills needed for their “elevation.” This included 
reading skills, but also “decency, honesty and industry and above all the great and all 
important duty of the salvation of the[ir] souls.”77 For this purpose, they were “convinced 
of the importance of the Sunday School as a great reforming and Christianizing agency, 
and an indispensable auxiliary to the Church.”78 Certainly white churches of the era 
placed great value on the Sunday school; however, unlike their African American peers, 
white children were not denied access to public schools. From the time they were 
organized, black churches run by free Blacks always saw the church, the center of black 
community life, as the place to educate their members. In his social study, The 
Philadelphia Negro, Du Bois explained, “The Negro churches were the birthplaces of 
Negro schools and of all agencies which seek to promote the intelligence of the 
masses.”79 One of their primary concerns was teaching people, and especially children, to 
read. The Committee on Education told the Delaware Conference in 1866, 
We regard the higher attainments of literature to be of such paramount importance 
to our youths and the disciples of the Gospel, that we will do all in our power to 
aid this cause, for without it our race, must forever remain in ignorance and go to 
destruction . . . the instruction and elevation of the youth depends on their 
education in a great measure.80 
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Combining their evangelical heritage with “uplift” ideology, black leaders at churches 
like Zoar believed for members of their flock to grow in the Christian faith, each person 
needed to be able to read the bible on their own. Ideas about moral and intellectual 
development were tightly entwined, so church leaders put great stock in literacy. But the 
powerful motivation to read was inherited from an African value system “established in 
Islamic Africa and in areas touched by Christianity” where literacy was prized “as a 
means of acquiring the knowledge stored in books.”81 Thomas L. Johnson, a slave who 
became a Baptist minister after slavery remembered his mother “would talk of Africa” 
and the freedom black people had there before they were stolen and sold into slavery. He 
reminisced, “My mother’s heartfelt desire seems to have been that I should be taught to 
read and write; and no opportunity was lost in trying to inspire me to look forward to 
freedom and an education.”82 Most African Americans were eager to read; during slavery 
many were forbidden from reading and writing, so understandably, these skills were 
esteemed as a privilege of freedom. As Mary James, an ex-slave from Virginia put it, “No 
one was taught to read or write. There was no church on the farm. No one was allowed to 
read the Bible or anything else.”83 African American ME churches held the conviction 
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that they were directly responsible for “the great and important worth of evangelizing and 
instructing millions of fellow beings, a majority of whom have here to fore been deprived 
of an intelligent knowledge of the revelation of the Gospel of the Savior.” Consequently, 
they felt it was 
the duty of ministry first, as a body in conference assembled, and second, as 
individuals Pastors and preachers, having in charge, measurably, not only the 
spiritual but also the temporal well-being of our People to recognize, sustain, and 
extend the principals of a liberal and practical education among the masses.84 
 
In the years that followed the Civil War, they would unequivocally state, “education is of 
the most essential entity for the elevation and salvation of our people, both in this world 
and in that which is to come.”85 At Zoar, like many other nineteenth-century black 
churches, the Sunday school was the primary means for educating their flock.  
 As the 1870s progressed into the 1880s, education was increasingly connected 
with the national good of African people and the continuation of freedom. In an “Address 
to the Youth,” Sarah J. Woodson, an educator, AME member, and “influential black 
nationalist,” told young African Americans, 
Yes, the sombre clouds of ignorance and superstition which so long enshrouded 
us and seemed ready to close upon us, as the funeral pall of our national 
existence, is being dispersed. . . . The sign of promise, the great precursor of a 
brighter day, has already enlightened the long night of our oppression, and the 
broad sun of our liberty begins to illuminate our political horizon. . . . Apply your 
minds, then, early and vigorously to those studies which will not only endow you 
with the power and privilege to walk abroad . . . but to commune with that which 
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is illustrious in the records of the past, and noble and divine in the development of 
the future.86 
 
 In 1880, Zoar’s presiding elder told the conference a “persistent effort is being made in 
some churches to awaken a more national taste for useful knowledge. . . . Our people are 
grasping after education.”87 A year earlier, the Committee on Education stated plainly, 
“the education of our people is absolutely essential to the maintenance of our national 
freedom.”88 Freedom was to be enjoyed, but it came with great responsibility. J. H. 
Johnson explained, 
Education prepares a citizen to appreciate the rights and privileges of a free 
government and also qualifies them to perform the duties, responsibilities and 
obligations resting upon them. Intelligence and morality are towers of strength 
while ignorance is a source of weakness and danger and tends to idleness and 
viciousness. In an important sense the future of our republican institution is to be 
largely determined by the colored race numbering over seven million.89 
 
Racial uplift was admittedly a slow process, but nineteenth-century protonational thinkers 
encouraged members of their race to press on in their “efforts to educate themselves and 
children, striving to rise in the scale of being so as to be useful in Their day and to leave 
their work as monuments for future generations.”90 So, then, the Sunday school was more 
than a place for learning Bible stories; it was the most likely place an African American 
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child, and even adult, would learn to read. It was the supreme device for remolding moral 
character, and it was a powerful tool for promoting race consciousness and a collective 
purpose. 
 Zoar’s Sunday school was well established by the time it held its celebration in 
1870. At the Colored Annual Conference of the MEC in 1863, Zoar’s Sabbath school 
boasted it had “14 teachers, 84 Scholars, [and] 400 Volumes.”91 Books were an important 
acquisition for Sunday schools; as one black Methodist put it, “it has been said that the 
true university of our days is a collection of books.”92 According to Isaiah Broughton, 
Zoar’s pastor and a local preacher, Zoar was “in a very flourishing condition,” at this 
time with “173 members and 12 probationers.”93 As southerners made their way to 
Philadelphia in the 1870s and 1880s, Zoar’s membership increased at a significant rate, 
increasing the size of the Sabbath school as well. War seemed to take its toll on church 
membership and by the end of 1865, Zoar’s membership had dwindled to 147 members;94 
however, by 1870, the year of the twenty-eighth Sabbath school celebration, they had 
grown to “195 members and 28 probationers” with “16 Officers and Teachers” and “128 
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Scholars” in the Sunday School.95 These numbers continued to climb over the next fifteen 
years. 
 
Tools for Teaching 
 
 To organize such an entity, particularly one with such high aims, the proper 
materials, structure, tools and training were needed. While black ME churches had 
different if not more difficult goals to achieve through Sunday school than whites did, 
they nevertheless found the MEC Sunday school materials beneficial to their purpose. 
Church records indicate that by the 1870’s Zoar was using a uniform-lesson system 
developed by John Heyl Vincent for the Methodists called Berean Lessons.96 These 
lessons “were predicated on the assumption that students would remain in school for 
many years, that they would grow gradually in religious knowledge, and that conversion 
would be a minor aspect of the overall experience.”97 These type of lessons ushered in a 
new style of teaching to Sunday schools in the 1870s, leading to what has been called the 
“second birth” of the Sunday school movement.98 Perfectly timed for black churches like 
Zoar whose classrooms now included recent migrants from the south, these lessons 
utilized the techniques of Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi who advocated a teaching style that 
was nurturing, required students to participate actively and learn through the senses, and 
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began with the simple elements of a subject before progressing to abstract concepts. His 
method has been called “the education of the people as people, an education reaching all 
classes.”99 Pestalozzi emphasized early childhood learning and believed women, with 
their thoughtful insight and ability to nurture, were natural educators. This idea coincided 
well with an Africanized Christianity descended from traditional African religion, which 
“accorded greater recognition to the mystical power of women” and maintained that 
women’s “special inspiration qualified them for various leadership positions.”100 African 
American Olivia A. Davidson, who called the schoolroom the site of “intellectual 
emancipation,” echoed Pestalozzi’s convictions in a speech entitled, “How Shall We 
Make the Women of Our Race Stronger?” Davidson urged teachers to especially single 
out girls in their classrooms, ascertain their individual capacities for learning, and then 
“train their mental powers.” If a teacher was not equipped to do this, Davidson told them, 
“Pestalozzi and many others have in their writings made the way so plain that no earnest 
seeker can greatly err in finding it.”101  
 For an oral culture, a teaching method founded on sensory experience was ideal. 
Learning through singing was an important aspect of Pestalozzi’s method, one that 
Vincent readily incorporated into the Berean Lessons. In Sunday school, music was used 
to engage students and balance out the literary and cognitive aspects of learning. Lowell 
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Mason, the well-known musicologist and hymnist, explained the merits of Pestalozzi’s 
use of music and how it changed the face of education: 
Our systems of education generally proceed too much on the principle, that we are 
merely intellectual beings, not susceptible of emotions, or capable of happiness. 
The feelings may and ought to be cultivated in connection with the intellect. 
Before our race can be much improved, the principle that the human soul is all 
mind and no heart, must be discarded; and human beings must be treated as 
possessing feelings as well as intellects. The feelings are as much the subject of 
training as the mind; and our happiness depends more on the cultivation of the 
former than of the latter.102 
 
This was nothing new to African Americans who believed a person’s intellect, feelings 
and experiences were inseparable. But to a people long treated as mere bodies without 
souls, the popularity of Pestalozzi’s holistic method and its incorporation into the 
church’s teaching was an affirmation of black humanity. Music was used as a means for 
uniting black feeling with learning, upholding what Cone has called “the inseparable 
bond that exists between black life and black art.”103 Practically speaking, Sunday school 
lessons alternated singing with other learning activities to both reinforce lessons and 
refresh the pupils. As one songbook put it, “singing, when it can be properly introduced, 
forms an interesting addition to the other exercises, in whatever form they may be 
conducted.”104 Song lyrics were carefully written to emphasize “some important 
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Scripture lesson or practical truth, which the Sabbath-school is designed to teach,”105 and 
often they were put to melodies “more or less familiar” so they could be “sung almost at 
sight, thus not losing the present effect of the song in learning the tune.”106 With 
Pestalozzi’s method, teachers were never to “permit dull, lifeless singing,” and students 
were urged to clap or make some other percussive movement with their body to 
internalize the beat of the music.107 These musical practices in the Sunday school were in 
keeping with West African religious practice where 
Religious beliefs are carried into action through ritual. Closely interwoven with 
the ritual experience of West African peoples is the vibrant pattern of music. 
Dancing, drumming, and singing play a constant and integral part in the worship 
of the gods and ancestors.108 
 
The Sunday school design of using music to promote learning was well suited to black 
churchgoers. Sunday school music was a powerful tool in African American hands 
working to promote national goals. 
 When uniform-lessons were introduced, they set up a comprehensive educational 
program replete with resources to make learning attractive and enjoyable. The lessons 
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and manner of teaching were flexible and allowed Zoar’s Sunday school teachers to adapt 
them to the needs of their students. Students could develop reading skills through 
responsive readings of the lesson and recitations of the subject, topic and text of the 
lesson. Another aspect to Vincent’s lessons for the ME church were tools available to 
help teachers master the Pestalozzi technique, develop their teaching skills and learn to 
use “blackboards, illustrations, objects, and music in teaching.”109 He developed a teacher 
training course to be taught during the Sunday school hour and granted diplomas to those 
who completed it. Teachers could attend conventions to hone their skills and bolster their 
enthusiasm, could subscribe to magazines, which “offered detailed instructions on how to 
teach Sunday school classes using the techniques borrowed from the new state teachers 
colleges,” and could access teaching guides, advice books and newspapers.110 In addition, 
students received leaflets with each week’s lesson, which was published weekly in 
secular newspapers.111  
 The Superintendent or director of the Sunday school was a position of honor, 
generally reserved for a man known for his administrative skills in the business world. In 
1870, William H. Thomas, Zoar’s Sabbath school superintendent, served alongside some 
of the most well-known superintendents of the period: “Lewis Miller, the inventor and 
industrialist, John D. Rockefeller, the oil magnate, and John Wanamaker, the 
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Philadelphia department store tycoon.”112 The MEC Sunday school movement of the 
1870s offered a fountain of educational resources for aspiring African Americans 
learning to teach and administrate, as well as to read. Further, it provided nearly endless 
opportunities for success, achievement, personal growth and the development of self- 
confidence.  
 When Zoar held its Sabbath school celebration in 1870, it followed a popular 
program format provided in The Sunday School Speaker by J. Kennaday, published in 
Philadelphia by Perkinpine & Higgins, the same publishing house that published the 
minutes of the MEC Colored Annual Conferences.113 The structure of the service, which 
alternated music with addresses, recitations, prayer and reports, prioritized the role of 
singing at anniversaries and celebrations. Zoar’s Sabbath school program followed 
Kennaday’s suggestions nearly perfectly, except that it reduced the number of recitations 
to be given by girls and boys and eliminated the examination of the Bible class. The 
service was primarily musical, emphasizing the performance of Sunday school songs by 
various children’s groups coupled with congregational singing from the hymnal at the 
beginning and end of the service. Even if many of the children could read, many of the 
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adults attending the celebration could not. The decision to emphasize singing over the 
erudite aspects of the school’s training demonstrates the teachers’ sensitivity to the 
abilities and preferences of Zoar’s membership, or those in attendance at the celebration. 
For an oral culture, singing was a better method for reinforcing the church’s teachings 
and encouraging the “moral elevation” of the people. Zoar’s Sabbath school celebration, 
centered on children and the unifying power of music, was a magnificent means for 
growing a society of sharing and mutual respect. 
 In the 1820s and into the 1870s the body of music later termed “gospel hymnody” 
began to appear in “collections designed for America’s rapidly growing Sunday 
schools.”114 These songs were simple musically and textually and generally included a 
refrain that repeated a central idea so as to be easily learned.115  Most often they were 
rousing, cheerful and upbeat. By the 1870’s, thousands of Sunday school songs in various 
collections were available, and many times a gospel hymn was included in the weekly 
lesson leaflet. A teacher describing “A Modern Sunday School in Session” in 1875 
explained that after roll call, “singing books are taken from desks without confusion” and 
the students would sing for fifteen minutes before breaking into age appropriate classes. 
Later, while the older groups were studying, the “Infant Department,” made up of 
children from three to eight years, were “entertained and rested by singing, in which they 
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[could] engage without disturbing the rest of the school.”116 All evidence indicates that at 
Zoar, this type of music was used as the primary means of attracting members of the 
community to the Sabbath school and engaging them in the educational process. The 
songs were easy to learn and could be sung by all, even those who could not read. Sunday 
school songs were well liked by the people who attended black ME churches, so much so 
that the Delaware Conference believed “it desirable to bring the School and the 
Congregation into close sympathy by arranging for frequent attractive demonstrations in 
the School and by assigning to the children a part in the public worship of the church.”117 
 
A Significant Celebration 
 
 Zoar’s Twenty-Eighth Anniversary of the Sabbath school was a joyful 
opportunity to showcase the accomplishments of the students and to draw members of the 
community inside the church walls. For this occasion, the students welcomed the 
congregation by singing, 
We come, we come, we come with song to greet you, 
We come, we come, we come with song again. 
Hail! blessed Sabbath, holy day, 
The pledge of sacred rest. 
Sweet solace to our earthly cares, 
A balm for those oppress’d. 
 
After an anniversary address, they continued by singing “Pisgah’s Mountain.” The 
second verse encouraged, 
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Christians, behold the hill of Zion, 
See where our purest treasure lies, 
Work for the Lord whate’er our trials, 
O be faithful, we shall win the prize. 
Crowned with light in a mansion of beauty, 
We shall dwell with the pure and the blest, 
We shall sing with the faithful in glory, 
Where the weary forever shall rest. 
 
The service then proceeded with a report of the School, recitation, singing of “We Three 
Kings of Orient Are,” another address and then singing of “Our Mission Song,” 
declaring,  
Our hearts are very joyful in our Sunday-school today, 
Singing our mission song together; 
We’ll never be discouraged but we’ll labor while we may; 
Singing our mission song together. 
His gracious ear will listen while before his throne we bend 
Singing our mission song together. 
 
The service included two more Sunday school songs, “Lord, Is It I?” and “O we are 
Volunteers,” a recitation and a collection before continuing with 
Haste! Haste! Dearest mother, the school-bell is ringing, 
My teachers are waiting, and I should be there: 
To join, with my classmates in joyously singing, 
The praise of the Savior, to join in the prayer. 
 
The Children’s Hosan[n]a was the next song, probably sung by the youngest children: 
We are taught to love the Lord, 
We are taught to read his word, 
We are taught the way to heaven, 
Praise to God for all be given. 
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To this point, the service was standard MEC fare, including typical Sunday school 
songs.118 At the end of the program, however, a shift in musical content is noticeable. As 
if to acknowledge to their guests the seriousness of life and its contrast to the happy hour 
just passed, the Sunday school teachers chose “Far Beyond This World of Sorrow” to 
close. Focusing on the relief that would come in the afterlife and the opportunity heaven 
would bring to reunite with lost loved ones, the students sang, 
Far beyond this world of sorrow, 
Where the ransom’d millions rest, 
There’s a glorious endless morrow, 
In the mansions of the blest. 
 
Shall we know them there, 
In that land, far away, 
They the same smile wear, 
In that land, far away, 
Shall we meet and know each other, 
In that happy land, far away. 
 
There ‘neath bow’rs of deathless glory, 
Every heart with peace possess’d, 
Sweetly chant redemption’s story, 
In the mansions of the blest. 
 
There are those we’ve loved and cherished 
Leaning on the Saviour’s breast; 
They’re at home—not dead or perished; 
In the mansions of the blest. 
 
Shall we love them still, 
In that land, far away, 
Where no partings chill, 
In that land, far away, 
Shall we meet and love each other, 
In that happy land, far away. 
                                                
118 No tunes are included in the anniversary pamphlet. 
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Shall reunion’s chain, 
In that land, far away, 
Hold our hearts again, 
In that land, far away, 
Shall we meet and love each other, 
In that happy land, far away! 
 
There the morn shall wake in gladness, 
There the night no fears infest, 
Neither sickness, pain nor sadness, 
In the mansions of the blest. 
 
Shall we meet thee there, 
In that land, far away, 
And its glories share, 
In that land, far away, 
Yes! Thro’ [grace] we’ll meet each other, 
In that happy land, far away. 
 
 Zoar’s Sabbath school celebration was an opportunity for members of 
Philadelphia’s black community to come together to acknowledge common goals and 
sustain “black cultural solidarity in the context of a racist culture.”119 Through the songs 
and ritual of the Sabbath school program, members of Zoar articulated a community 
identity that valued black people, their needs, and their accomplishments. The religious 
nature of the songs provided a language of hope and assurance to a community struggling 
with uncertainty. While the songs chosen for Zoar’s Sabbath school celebration in 1870 
were most likely popular, mainstream pieces rather than those composed by black 
lyricists and composers, it is clear they were chosen for a black audience. Themes of 
future glory were common with whites as well as Blacks in the 1870s; however, as has 
                                                
119 Glaude, Jr., “Of the Black Church and the Making of a Black Public,” 340. 
 
268 
 
been well discussed elsewhere, sung in black community the eschatological language of 
the Sunday school songs spoke transcendence into black people’s present existence.120 
 In an era of disjointed families and a shifting demography, Zoar’s Sabbath school 
enabled community members to share the responsibility of socializing children and 
providing for their education. Slavery shattered familial ties, and most nineteenth-century 
African Americans struggled against a racist society to establish family structure and 
cohesive bonds. In Philadelphia, members of Zoar assumed kinship roles with one 
another—a process which took time. Anthropologists Sidney W. Minz and Richard Price 
explain that in order for kinship ties to be formed “the first and essential requirement was 
group stability in time and place.”121 Through the ritualized process of celebrating its 
twenty-eighth anniversary, the Zoar Sabbath school reinforced its abiding presence in the 
black neighborhood. Long-standing members of Zoar welcomed southern migrants to 
their “family,” and used the inviting songs of the Sunday school to promote race goals 
and speak of possibility. 
 In West African religion the spirits of ancestors are believed to hold significant 
power in the lives of their descendents and serve as “watchful guardians of the customs 
of the people.”122 Referring to the way in which slaves blended Christianity with their 
African religious heritage, Raboteau suggests, “elements of African behavior and belief 
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could have been modified by contact with [evangelical Protestantism] and could have 
merged with it in a new syncretistic form.”123 His work supports the idea that early 
African American Christians may have continued a form of ancestral veneration, which 
they filtered through the lens of Christianity. The placement of “Far Beyond This World 
of Sorrow” at the end of the Sabbath school program then, takes on added significance 
when considering the importance ancestral ties held for members of the Zoar community. 
As they reached forward to form new familial ties with one another, they also reached 
behind to connect with loved ones no longer physically present. Lines like, “Shall we 
know them there in that land far away?” and “They’re at home—not dead or perished” 
were layered with meaning for Zoar’s black hearers. The imagery of “Shall reunion’s 
chain hold our hearts again in that land far away?” must have had a powerful impact on a 
people only recently emancipated from the chains of slavery. 
 
Summary 
 
 Zoar’s Sunday worship and its twenty-eighth Sabbath school anniversary 
celebration provide a rich look into black religious life in border cities during the 
Reconstruction era. By analyzing how music and ritual were used to imbed values, self-
confidence and meaning into an evolving community identity, historians and scholars of 
African American religion can begin to see the way nineteenth-century urban Blacks took 
a nationalistic and active approach to their circumstances. In the words of Du Bois, we 
leave “the world of the white man” in order to step “within the Veil,” and view “the 
                                                
123 Ibid., 58. 
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recesses,—the meaning of its religion, the passion of its human sorrow, and the struggle 
of its greater souls.”124 Zoar’s pastors and leaders chose to use mainstream and MEC 
music and materials in services and celebrations, however, they did so sensitively and 
purposefully, selecting songs that powerfully reinforced their own views and ideals and 
that of their congregation. Behind “the Veil,” they celebrated themselves and bared their 
souls.
                                                
124 Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, 1-2. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
ST. LUKE’S PROTESTANT EPISCOPAL CHURCH, WASHINGTON, DC  
 
      Figure 8. St. Luke’s PE Church, built 1879. Courtesy St. Luke’s PE Church, Washington, DC. 
 
Introduction 
 On Monday evening, December 10, 1894, a reception was given for the Reverend 
Dr. Alexander Crummell at St. Luke’s PE Church in Washington, DC to celebrate the 
fiftieth anniversary of his ordination to the priesthood. Friends and parishioners gathered 
to hail “the oldest Negro Priest in America” by giving speeches, providing entertainment 
and presenting gifts. Mrs. Annie J. Cooper delivered an artful presentation address before 
the congregation and minister that emphasized the significance of Crummell’s life, but
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even more, the “golden” character he demonstrated after years of frequent hardship and 
adversity. At the capitulation of her speech, she lamented to her audience and pastor,  
As St. Luke’s congregation accompanies you to the fiftieth milestone on your 
historic path, the feeling, I am sure in each heart today, as is in my own, is, would 
that we had loved you more! Would that we had lent more constantly the 
reinforcement of our sympathy and support during the struggle!1 
 
Mrs. Cooper’s words may have been addressed to a general audience, but they likely 
stirred poignant memories for members of the congregation who were well acquainted 
with the bitter conflict Crummell had with the church’s vestry and choir some twelve 
years earlier—a conflict that simmered for at least three years, and lingered long after. 
The mounting conflict erupted when Crummell refused to let the choir sing a Christmas 
“Magnificat” at an Easter service in 1880 and culminated in the vestry’s resolution to 
terminate their rector in 1882. After a long paper trail and subsequent trial, Bishop 
William Pinkney and the Standing Committee of the Diocese of Maryland upheld 
Crummell’s position, which he retained until his retirement in 1894. In her address, Mrs. 
Cooper alluded to the relationship between Crummell and the vestry that caused so much 
difficulty when she suggested, “Few men can appreciate an altitude above their own 
plane of activity, or comprehend a depth beyond their own soundings.”2 It seems that the 
vestrymen were some of the Capital City’s social climbers who, as Crummell put it, were 
part of “a clique . . . [of] clerks and messengers in [government] Departments” who “got 
                                                
11844 to 1894, The Shades and the Lights of a Fifty Years’ Ministry. Jubilate. A Sermon by Alex. 
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themselves elected” in order “to rush in . . . and make St. Luke’s the fashionable Church 
of the city.”3 Crummell was no respecter of the personal ambitions of these men and 
rigidly held to what he deemed “the maintenance of righteousness . . . [and] to upholding 
the lame of Christ’s Church.”4 Highly accomplished and fairly influential by the time he 
reached St. Luke’s, Crummell consistently stood for the poor and marginalized of his 
community and especially devoted himself to the training of African American leaders 
and the development of women. Apparently, Mrs. Cooper felt that the faction against 
Crummell simply could not comprehend Crummell’s aspirations for the race. 
 According to Mrs. Cooper, Crummell knew “that here are loyal hearts and true in 
this little band of St. Luke’s, who will always love and cherish your character and 
example.”5 Some of these loyal band members had undoubtedly signed a petition, some 
with only their mark, an X, sent to the bishop in 1882 protesting the vestry’s actions 
against Crummell. Eventually, their support for Crummell overshadowed the vestry’s 
power and influence. The conflict subsided at St. Luke’s as pastor and people resolved 
their issues of self-conscious identity. At his retirement, St. Luke’s was ready to give 
Crummell “relief from the engrossments of one congregation . . . [for] the larger work of 
the country.”6 
                                                
3 Alexander Crummell to Bishop William Pinkney, April 22, 1882, 12, 19-20, MDA. 
 
4 Ibid, 26. 
 
5 The Shades and the Lights of a Fifty Years’ Ministry. Jubilate, 29. 
 
6 Ibid., 30. 
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 The events that transpired around music and worship at St. Luke’s PE Church in 
Washington, DC in the 1870s and 1880s are intriguing; they unfold much like a play, 
with several leading characters, a thickening plot, a theatrical climax, and perhaps even a 
bit of irony. In fact, St. Luke’s interactions over music and worship played out so much 
like a dramatic piece it may be useful to turn to anthropologist Victor Turner’s “social 
drama” model for meaningful analysis. Turner’s model applies when an individual or 
members of a developing group create conflict either “deliberately or by inward 
compulsion, in a public setting.” Turner explains that after this occurs, 
Conflicts between individuals, sections, and factions follow the original breach, 
revealing hidden clashes of character, interest, and ambition. These mount toward 
a crisis of the group’s unity and continuity unless rapidly sealed off by redressive 
public action, consensually undertaken by the group’s leaders, elders, or 
guardians. . . . If a social drama runs its full course, the outcome . . . may be either 
the restoration of peace and ‘normalcy’ among the participants or social 
recognition of irremediable breach or schism.7 
 
This model not only fits the 1880’s crisis and its upshot at St. Luke’s, it gives deep 
insight into how those events were part of one black community’s need to define who 
they were in a period of instability and collective growth. As Turner explains, “social 
dramas can be definitional, meaning the group creates an identity by telling a story about 
itself” in which the community marries “present problems to a rich ethnic past.”8 The 
social drama model depends on a concept called “liminality,” a sort of threshold, which 
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can be described as a “no-man’s-land betwixt and between the structural past and the 
structural future.” Turner describes the “liminal phase” as 
being dominantly in the subjunctive mood of culture, the mood of maybe, might 
be, as if, hypothesis, fantasy, conjecture, desire. . . . Liminality can perhaps be 
described as a fructile chaos, a storehouse of possibilities, not a random 
assemblage but a striving after new forms and structures, a gestation . . . of modes 
appropriate to postliminal existence. 
 
As the Reconstruction era neared its close, the African American congregation that was 
to become St. Luke’s PE Church was in a state of liminality. In 1879, just before 
Crummell’s dispute with the choir, the congregation moved into a magnificent new 
building. Passing from a white church mission to an independent, richly endowed and 
self-sustaining African American community was nothing short of a rite of passage for 
those involved. Imaginations ran wild over the possibilities a new, stately building could 
bring. A superb musical offering and an eloquent African American pastor in the pulpit 
would represent the “best of the race” each Sunday in the new edifice. And for black 
Washingtonians, this celebration of their humanity sparked a compelling need to 
understand how present realities connected with past experience. 
 
Historical Background 
 
 St. Luke’s descended from St. Mary’s Chapel which began in June 1867 when “a 
few color[e]d Episcopalians who were anxious to establish a church of that faith and 
order in the District” spoke with the rectors of their parish about a mission for African 
Americans. Prompted by post-war migration to Washington, DC, they claimed they were 
eager to form their own congregation, 
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especially with the fact patent to us that a large number of our Race had been by 
the changes of the War located in Washington who had been raised in the states of 
Maryland and Virginia in that church, and faith, by their former Masters, who had 
no church to worship in and were being led astray to either the Methodist, Baptist, 
Catholic, and other churches.9  
 
A simple wooden building used as a chapel during the Civil War was given to the group, 
where very shortly after they began holding public services.10 Various white clergymen 
led St. Mary’s congregation of “about 25 persons” for nearly six years; however, the 
congregation desired an African American leader.11 John W. Cromwell, editor of The 
People’s Advocate and a regular attendee at St. Luke’s, recorded, 
Among the clergymen considered were William H. Josephus, a talented West 
Indian, and William J. Alston, who had been rector of St. Phillip's in New York 
and of St. Thomas in Philadelphia. John Thomas Johnson, a progressive Negro 
citizen who in the reconstruction times was Treasurer of the District Government, 
began on behalf of a number of interested people a correspondence with Dr. 
Alexander Crummell with a view to securing him as the spiritual leader of these 
Episcopalians. This effort resulted in bringing Dr. Crummell to Washington in 
June, 1873.12 
Initially, because Crummell planned to return to Liberia where he worked as priest for the 
previous twenty years, he agreed to serve St. Luke’s for a term of only six months.13 
                                                
9 St. Mary’s congregation to Bishop William Whittingham, May 22, 1871, 1, MDA. 
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Figure 9. Photograph of the Reverend Alexander Crummell, 1877, age 58. Courtesy of the Archives 
of the Episcopal Church, Austin, Texas. 
 
 Not much is known about the first members of St. Mary’s mission, though in a 
letter to Bishop Whittingham in 1871 their sense of dignity in spite of circumstances is 
evident. They wrote, “We are poor, yet we are anxious to promote the best interests of the 
Church. We are ignorant and require instruction[,] but we are not abject slaves.”14 When 
                                                
14 St. Mary’s to Whittingham, May 22, 1871, 13. 
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Crummell arrived in Washington in 1873, St. Mary’s “was in a state of absolute 
poverty”15 though its membership included at least two government clerks, John Thomas 
Johnson and Jerome A. Johnson who worked in the Treasury Department of the Internal 
Revenue Office.16 J. T. Johnson lent significant leadership to the small congregation 
through his ability to write and communicate clearly. In one instance, the vestry of St. 
Mary’s, of which he was a member, felt debased and betrayed by the deacon in charge for 
reversing their appointment as vestrymen. It was this Johnson who wrote to the bishop 
with unequivocal passion saying, although McKee (the deacon) stated from the pulpit 
“those who were dissatisfied could leave and go elsewhere,” the assembly at St. Mary’s 
determined, 
God being our helper, not to l[o]se one. St. Mary’s is our pride. Some of our 
Mothers lived and died in that faith and some of us have given our children to 
God right there before Mr. McKee knew of such a place . . . we want a church and 
we want to feel at least that it is Our church and that we are at home in it.17  
 
On behalf of St. Mary’s, Johnson corresponded with Crummell to persuade him to fill the 
position of rector and later attended the Episcopal convention with Crummell as St. 
Mary’s delegate.18 St. Mary’s 1871 petition to Bishop Whittingham lists both Johnsons as 
vestrymen and includes thirty-three members’ names, fifteen men and eighteen women, 
all in J. T. Johnson’s hand. The leadership of these two men, combined with the 
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knowledge that some of the group were slaves only a few years earlier, indicates that 
Jerome Johnson and J. T. Johnson were likely the most literate and formally educated of 
the bunch.   
 St. Mary’s entire congregation was enthused when Crummell came to be their 
rector. In 1874, one year after Crummell’s arrival, St. Mary’s reported seventy-five 
communicants and had begun taking subscriptions for a new building.19 By 1876, it was 
estimated there were three hundred individuals in the cure, and according to Bishop 
Whittingham, their spirit of devotion was “not equaled by any other church in the 
diocese.”20 The white Episcopal clergy of the District appointed St. Mary’s a “nucleus of 
a concerted work” and saw Crummell as the perfect solution to their felt obligations 
among the African American population of Washington, DC.21 Despite the obvious racial 
distancing this arrangement promoted, Crummell took the opportunity to create a web-
like ministry within St. Mary’s community that reflected his ideals and the needs of 
African American people. The result was a flourishing church body that supported 
Sunday schools and Sunday services in various parts of the city, including Howard 
University and a very poor neighborhood known as “The Island.”22 Crummell invested 
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himself in mentoring African American leaders, both laity and those preparing for 
professional Episcopal ministry, and freely handed various aspects of religious and 
community work off to them. Crummell praised his communicants for their commitment 
to church work: 
I feel that I have very great reason for gratitude for the zeal, devotedness, 
liberality, and harmony wh[ich] characterizes the people of St. Mary’s Ch[urch].  
Their attendance at Divine Service is most admissible, the Ch[urch] is always full; 
and they show the greatest willingness to engage in all good works. . . . the 
Sunday School I have referred to n[ea]r Howard University has an attendance of 
70 odd children, [and] is carried on entirely by the young . . . members of St. 
Mary’s; albeit at a remote distance from their homes.23 
 
The initial members of St. Mary’s were unified in purpose regardless of their various 
ages, abilities and accomplishments. 
 
Music and Worship at St. Mary’s Chapel 
 
 How St. Mary’s congregation worshiped together and used music in their liturgy 
has to be pieced together from various sources. The structure of the service closely 
followed a typical Episcopal format with the priest, or visiting priests, and lay readers 
reading or chanting prayers and reading the lessons and various service elements such as 
the offertory sentence, collects and blessings.24 Hymns were used for congregational 
singing, probably from the PE hymnal and generally chosen by the rector, as Crummell 
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Bishop William Whittingham’s Journal from April 21st 1875 to December 28th 1877, 106-107, MDA. 
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mentions, “I gave Fleetwood the Hymns for Easter.”25 Following Episcopal as well as 
African American tradition, the congregation also sang from the Psalter, with a leader 
“lining out” each phrase and the congregation following. Crummell indicates that for a 
time, the choir sang “after the Psalter in the Morning Service,” confirming its use at St. 
Mary’s.26 One of St. Mary’s extended evening services also had the children from “the 
Island” singing from the Psalter as well as chanting.27 In 1889, B. F. DeCosta wrote a 
history of St. Philip’s Church of New York City, the church where Crummell first felt “a 
strong desire for the work of the sacred ministry,”28 in which he states, “for the benefit of 
those who never enjoyed literary privileges, it was the custom, as in many churches . . . to 
line off the psalms and hymns, in order that all might join in the praise of the Almighty 
God.”29 This certainly would have applied to St. Mary’s communicants, many of whom 
were very recent migrants from the southern states. In most cases, slaves were not 
allowed to learn to read chants and psalms. Highlighting the continuation of an oral 
tradition among Episcopal African Americans, Irene Jackson concludes, “contrary to the 
commonly held notion that all black Episcopalians were literate, we know from 
DeCosta’s comments that this was not entirely the case.”30 There is no way to know how 
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the congregational singing sounded, but it surely had a distinctive, African American 
quality. Most African American churches began at the initiative of African Americans 
who wanted the freedom to worship as they pleased; the first members of St. Mary’s 
congregation made it clear that their church was to be one that represented their faith and 
where they felt comfortable. Their singing style was undoubtedly a reflection of their 
independence. 
 If St. Mary’s had an organ it would be neither surprising, nor uncommon. In this 
era, PE churches viewed the organ as standard equipment for their sanctuaries. One 
source asserts that organs were introduced into African American PE congregations as 
early as 1820 and that these congregations viewed the organ as central to worship “so 
much so that at St. Philip’s-St. Luke’s (New Orleans) . . . a pipe organ was purchased in 
1880 for a congregation of three men and ten women.31 Since St. Mary’s was the special 
project of the parish and a mission of wealthy, white St. John’s Church, undoubtedly, at 
least a simple reed organ had been provided when the chapel was donated to the 
congregation. It is probable that St. Mary’s liturgy was supported by an organ or piano 
rather than performed a cappella.   
 St. Mary’s had a choir from its earliest days. Crummell recorded, “in the year 
1877 I was absent in the East soliciting funds. During my absence Mr. C. A. Fleetwood 
left the choir of the 15th St. Presbyterian Church, came to St. Mary’s Chapel, and took the 
position of Choir Master.” This statement and its context strongly suggest Fleetwood 
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began directing a choir already in existence.32 A letter from Cromwell to Bishop Pinkney 
suggests he may have sung in St. Mary’s choir as early as 1875.33 The choir rehearsed 
regularly on Saturday evenings at the church and while Crummell was rector, according 
to his “invariable rule,” he always joined them during their time of practice.34 
 Little is known of the choir’s activities, but some conclusions can be drawn about 
its liturgical role from the records of a nearby African American PE congregation. 
Calbraith Perry (white) began work at St. Mary the Virgin, an African American mission 
in Baltimore, in 1873 about the same time Crummell started at St. Mary’s in 
Washington.35 Apparently, the two priests assisted in each other’s services with some 
regularity.36 The reciprocity of these two ministers, and therefore, congregations, allows 
some conclusions to be drawn about the similarities of their services.37 For example, in a 
typical funeral service at St. Mary’s, Baltimore, the choir assisted by processing into the 
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church before the service, “chanting a solemn Miserere” with the clergy, and processing 
all the way from the church to a remote burial ground with the remains after the service 
had ended. As stated in an earlier chapter, black church funeral services dignified black 
life and death, and music and ritual played a significant role in setting these rites of 
passage apart from daily existence. Not only did the sounds of the choir’s music and 
chant make church services special, their presence and appearance helped create an 
aesthetic atmosphere that was meaningful. Initially, when members of St. Mary’s, 
Baltimore came to church they saw a white-robed choir with red cassocks process in and 
help lead services. Later the cassocks offended “some over-tender consciences” so were 
sent to the dye-house where they “became a more sober blue.”38 St. Mary’s choir in 
Washington, probably did have bright cassocks, at least under Crummell who believed 
his parishioners were of a “tropical race” and that “tropical warmth could be found in 
black songs and in black people’s love of color.”39 Through its visual appearance and its 
singing, St. Mary’s choir did much to set the tone for the church’s worship life. 
 According to Bishop Whittingham, “The Chapel was densely crowded during all 
the Service” when he attended St. Mary’s, Baltimore, in March of 1877. That evening 
fifty-one people were confirmed, many who were, being in close proximity to St. Mary’s, 
Washington, very likely friends or relatives to some of the latter church’s communicants. 
“The Rev. Dr. Crummell was present,” and no doubt several of his parishioners, who 
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would have participated in the service, which was “choral throughout.”40 The event is 
significant because within a matter of months, Christian A. Fleetwood was induced to 
leave the Presbyterian Church and come to St. Mary’s, Washington as choir director. 
Evidently the event in Baltimore excited some of the Washington communicants who 
then wanted to ramp up the musical offerings in their own church. As mentioned 
previously, Fleetwood’s move took place while Crummell was out of the city; Crummell 
clearly stated that placing Fleetwood in the position of choirmaster  “was done without 
my knowledge, my solicitation or my assent.”41 
 The choir’s role at St. Mary’s, Washington was most likely limited to leading 
chants and congregational song, supplemented with perhaps an occasional anthem, until 
Fleetwood came in 1877. Under his direction the choir began the regular preparation of 
classical European works and in 1878 a “grand vocal and orchestral concert” given to 
raise funds for the new building was devoted exclusively to the works of Haydn. The 
choirs of “all the principal colored Protestant churches in the city” gave the performance 
at Lincoln Hall, which was “crowded to overflowing.” The Washington Post gave details 
of the program and critiqued the performance saying, 
The first [piece], “Thanks be to God” from Elijah was rendered poorly. The next 
one, the Inflammatus from the “Stabat Mater,” the chorus being full, was much 
better sung, and the third, “The Heavens are Telling,” from the Creation was a 
still greater improvement, though the effect was much injured by singing the part 
written as a quartette, in a full chorus, thus loosing the beautiful effect of contrast 
intended by Haydn. The last, the “Hallelujah Chorus,” though exhibiting a slight 
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falling off, chiefly from a weakness and apparent want of confidence in the tenor 
and bass, was very creditably rendered.42 
 
An orchestra accompanied the chorus, and in addition, a certain Miss Emma Smith 
“presided at the piano, with marked ability.” It was Christian Fleetwood who “wielded 
the baton” over the entire company.43 
 Nothing is known about Fleetwood’s musical training, but his Civil War journal 
indicates that singing and music were a regular part of his daily activities.44 He was born 
to free black parents in 1840 and received his early education from a wealthy white 
family. Later he served as secretary for the Maryland Colonization Society, spent a brief 
stint in Liberia and Sierra Leone, and graduated from Ashmun Institute in Pennsylvania. 
He was a sergeant major in the United States Colored Volunteer Infantry during the Civil 
War and received a Congressional Medal of Honor for bravery in battle.45 As sergeant 
major, Fleetwood was responsible for the army’s colors and for training and overseeing 
the color guard. In the 1880’s Fleetwood organized an African American high school 
cadet corps called the Washington Cadets that marched and performed in a multitude of 
civil parades and celebrations.46 Even at 5’4,” as a choir director Fleetwood was no doubt  
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44 Diary of Christian A. Fleetwood for 1864. Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, American 
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Figure 10. Photograph of Christian Abraham Fleetwood, ca. 1884, age 44. Manuscript Division, 
Library of Congress, Washington, DC  
 
commanding and regimented, and in a modest congregation like St. Mary’s, probably a 
bit formidable. 
 Crummell never cared for Fleetwood, believing he lacked any spiritual inclination 
or purpose. Fleetwood recorded more of musical activities than religious activities in his 
journal, but did say on Sunday, September 11, 1864 that he “rode out to Church alone.” 
288 
 
With characteristic drollery, Fleetwood felt obliged to add he was “more amused than 
profited thereby.”47 Crummell endured Fleetwood’s presence and tried to work with him, 
as Crummell said, “in order to avoid difficulty.”48 Fleetwood seems to have had some of 
his own prejudices against slaves and former slaves; in his journal he refers to them as 
“Africans” and “niggers,” saying in one instance he  “Let in on Africans like bricks.”49 
Fleetwood volunteered for the infantry on August 11, 1863 and on August 19, only eight 
days later, he was promoted to a position of leadership in the role of sergeant major. 
When not in battle, he spent his days drilling the regiment and writing reports and 
correspondence for white officers. His education and abilities quickly placed him in a 
position of authority and command over other African Americans. It seems his wartime 
experience combined with personal prejudice may have influenced his openness to the 
more humble communicants of St. Mary’s. Nevertheless, Fleetwood’s strong musical 
leadership combined with Crummell’s abilities and the excitement of an impending move 
to a new building drew members of the African American community. When Bishop 
Pinkney visited St. Mary’s on April 7, 1878 to preach and confirm “twenty-four persons,” 
he recorded that, “The congregation was closely packed, and yet many had to go away.” 
He enthusiastically added, “The service was exceedingly spirited. The signs of growth are 
most heart-cheering.”50 
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The Transition to St. Luke’s Church 
 
 1879 was a tipping point for St. Mary’s, and music was the stimulant that aroused 
boiling hot issues of ownership and identity as the congregation prepared to move into a 
new church and change its name to St. Luke’s Protestant Episcopal Church.51 The growth 
of St. Mary’s congregation after Crummell’s arrival prompted plans to erect a stately, 
“solid stone structure, modeled after the English church at Stratford-upon-Avon.”52 For 
almost four years Crummell “went out and spoke in the cities in all the States of the 
North and East except Maine and New Hampshire” raising $13,000 for the building 
project.53 In anthropological terms, the process St. Mary’s congregation went through as 
they waited for St. Luke’s to be built and then adjusted to worshiping in the new building 
can be thought of as a transitional progression or rite of passage. This helps to explain 
why music, a ritual form, was so significant during the change.54 In Washington, DC in 
the years following the Civil War, African Americans, regardless of position or status, 
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suffered racism and injustice, yet they optimistically believed in the possibility of 
equality, fairness and acceptance. They shared common characteristics with all liminal 
persons or groups who either “(1) fall in the interstices of social structure, (2) are on its 
margins, or (3) occupy its lowest rungs.”55 Those who attended St. Mary’s saw 
themselves as separating from white control or parentage and developing into mature, 
autonomous African American Episcopalians; much more was at stake than church 
membership. This was a full blossoming of their humanity—a realization of who they 
believed themselves to be in the aftermath of slavery and in the context of American 
society. The new building was symbolic of their freedom and their dignity. When St. 
Mary’s congregation resolved to build a new house of worship, they entered a transitional 
phase that, according to Turner, naturally began with separation. This first phase 
comprised “symbolic behavior signifying the detachment of the individual or group either 
from an earlier fixed point in the social structure, from a set of cultural conditions (a 
“state”), or from both. The second phase was marked by liminality, in which St. Mary’s 
congregation passed through a cultural realm that had “few or none of the attributes of 
the past or coming state.” Finally, when they moved into St. Luke’s, they evoked a 
“social drama,” and eventually, the “passage” was “consummated.” Turner explains that 
at the end of the rite of passage, “the ritual subject, individual or corporate, is in a 
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relatively stable state once more, and by virtue of this, has rights and obligations vis-à-vis 
others of a clearly defined and ‘structural’ type.”56  
 The congregation’s separation from St. Mary’s, as well as the humble state and 
white control it represented, symbolically began when Crummell took charge. As 
members of the PE Church, they would not completely escape white control and attitudes 
of superiority; however, with a bishop in favor of upholding them and a black priest at 
the helm, they were much freer to steer their own course. St. Mary’s members worked 
toward finding an African American rector for some time, and when he came, it was a 
fulfillment of their hopes. Crummell did not disappoint; his presence attracted many new 
members and soon he cast the vision for a new building and tirelessly worked to make it 
a reality. At this point, St. Mary’s began to alternate between what Turner has called 
“fixed” and “floating” worlds.57 The new church’s style of worship and place in the 
community was yet undetermined. As the congregation moved into an increasingly 
liminal state, members experienced a freedom they had perhaps not experienced before—
freedom to imagine a community that fully reflected their values. Hence, when members 
of the vestry and congregation persuaded Fleetwood to come as the choir director while 
Crummell was away and without his knowledge, they were trying out their own ability to 
shape the course of the congregation and challenge the leadership status quo. Turner 
argues, “if liminality is regarded as a time and place of withdrawal from normal modes of 
social action, it can be seen as potentially a period of scrutinization of the central values 
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and axioms of the culture in which it occurs.”58 Significantly, these leaders believed 
music was the most crucial factor for setting the tone of their new status and identity. 
They pulled in Fleetwood because they were convinced he possessed the skill to take 
them where they wanted to go. What would follow was a dramatic conflict between those 
members of the church who wanted to shape it into an elegant social institution and those 
who were in line with Crummell and his vision of a church that ministered to all African 
Americans, regardless of stature. 
 The “new Temple of worship” was “pronounced to be singularly beautiful” and 
many of St. Mary’s communicants made preparations for the move to the new building, 
which was set for Thanksgiving Day, 1879. Fleetwood, who “although present in the city, 
did not attend St. Mary’s” for several months, promised Crummell he would prepare for 
the occasion by rehearsing and drilling the choir which “had fallen into sad decline” 
during Fleetwood’s absence. In a clear power play, moments after the first service ended, 
Fleetwood sent Crummell his formal resignation, leaving the church with no choral 
leadership, and essentially no choir, for its first Sunday service two days later. 
Fleetwood’s stated reason for giving up the leadership of the choir was that “he did not 
like the location of the Choir at the Chancel” at the front of the church facing the 
congregation.59 Crummell reported this was “the second time, when, without any cause, 
and without any notice, this self-appointed Leader had thus coolly dropt me.”60 
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 Why Fleetwood resigned immediately after this significant, long anticipated 
Thanksgiving service, is interesting to ponder. Obviously, he hoped to put Crummell in a 
dither before Sunday morning and prove his importance to the new church. Whether his 
actions stemmed simply from a narcissistic need for admiration or deeper fears related to 
control and power is difficult to say. But it is apparent that other members of the vestry 
found something shocking and a bit unsettling in the reality of moving to St. Luke’s. The 
events of the day, both positive and negative, were monumental. Wilhelm Dilthey the 
German philosopher would have called them “an experience.”61 Separate from simple 
daily experiences, an experience is one that “stands out from the evenness of passing 
hours and years.” It is one that is “formative and transformative.”62 The vestry and others 
at St. Luke’s that day in 1879 entered a “new lifeway,” similar to going to school, joining 
the army or getting married.63 When they entered the building they brought with them a 
host of aspirations, memories and fears. Turner contends, 
These experiences that erupt from or disrupt routinized, repetitive behavior begin 
with shocks of pain or pleasure. . . . they summon up precedents and likenesses 
from the conscious or unconscious past. . . . Then the emotions of past 
experiences color the images and outlines revived by present shock. What 
happens next is the anxious need to find meaning in what has disconcerted us, 
whether by pain or pleasure, and converted mere experience into an experience. 
All this when we try to put past and present together.64 
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One can only imagine the emotions the congregation felt as they entered the large, ornate 
building and realized they would be worshiping there each week. A far cry from the 
“invisible institution,” the move to St. Luke’s was another step in the structuring of 
African American religion in Washington, DC. It was most assuredly overwhelming for a 
great number who attended that day, but for those who believed they belonged to a higher 
class, it was the fruition of their aspirations. The clash between Crummell and his vestry 
after Fleetwood’s resignation can be seen as the natural stirrings of deep-seated fears and 
desires as the new church struggled to agree on characteristics that would identify them 
as a community. Turner brings to light why fighting occurred as the St. Mary’s 
congregation became more structured when he observes, “the concept of ‘conflict’ has 
come to be connected with the concept of ‘social structure,’ since the differentiation of 
parts becomes opposition between parts.”65 The move to St. Luke’s acted similarly to 
what anthropologists call a ritual of status elevation in which “the ritual subject or novice 
is being conveyed irreversibly from a lower to a higher position in an institutionalized 
system of such positions.”66 Those who saw their move to St. Luke’s as a move up the 
social ladder naturally turned to the ritual form of music to symbolically express their 
transformation. Drawing on the work of Dilthey, Turner says,  
experience urges toward expression, or communication with others. . . . the arts 
depend on this urge to confession or declamation. The hard-won meanings should 
be said, painted, danced, dramatized, put into circulation. Here the peacock’s urge 
to display is indistinguishable from the ritualized need to communicate.67 
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The vestry was comprised of Fleetwood’s cohorts and his resignation put them into a 
tailspin. For them, Fleetwood was the man of the hour—it was his skill and leadership 
that produced the “elevated,” glorious musical sounds that resonated through the 
sanctuary. Through his discipline and rigorous training the choir performed in a manner 
sure to attract the most dignified members of society—white and black. Their hopes 
rested on him. Musical accomplishment would be the banner for African American 
sophistication in the coming years. 
 Once Crummell accepted Fleetwood’s resignation, he hoped St. Luke’s internal 
strivings would cease, but the vestry was committed to their musical plan. Crummell 
recalled, “Fleetwood’s friends, members of the Vestry, repeatedly called upon me and 
insisted that I should invite him back to the choir.” To this incitement, Crummell tersely 
responded, “I have never appointed Mr. Fleetwood Leader of my Choir and certainly 
after this treatment I never shall.” After awhile, the vestry, bent on their agenda of 
reinstating Fleetwood, attempted to persuade Crummell to allow them to organize another 
choir under Fleetwood’s direction if he would not. Separating himself from the prospect, 
Crummell replied, “I will have no responsibility in this matter” but conceded to let them 
attempt it.68 An intense and growing discordance between Crummell and the vestry, 
which included Fleetwood, stemmed from this event. The matter over who should direct 
the choir divided the congregation into two factions: those driving to make the church the 
pinnacle of African American social activity in Washington and those who stood with the 
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rector in holding on to the church as a center of service to all members of African 
American society, including the needy and uneducated. 
 The problem with the choir and Fleetwood reached Bishop Pinkney, who wrote 
the vestry in December of 1879 saying he was “sorry to hear of the disquietude in your 
midst. It is the result of a total misconception of the duties of vestries and rectors.” He 
clarified that they had control of the property and finances and were responsible for 
electing the rector. “The music,” he continued, “is placed wholly in the hands of the 
Rector and he must be recognized in his rights.”69 Later that year, in part of his speech at 
the Diocese Convention of Maryland, the bishop spoke of work among African 
Americans saying that in the District of Columbia, Crummell was “in the vanguard.” 
Among those present at the convention was Henry Johnson, one of St. Luke’s vestry 
members. With words probably intended for Johnson, the bishop alluded to the 
developing contention at St. Luke’s when he went on to say Crummell 
brings to the work a ripe learning, great intellectual power and a life in all respects 
beautifully ordered. If harmony prevail, and there be a sweet blending of will with 
will, there can be no assignable limit to the spread of the Gospel in the Church in 
this portion of our vineyard. But harmony is essential, for where there are division 
and strife, there must be an end to all work of the Spirit. He is a God of love and 
love is ever gentle, easy to be entreated, long suffering and patient. The rule of 
love is the golden law; and submission to that rule is the chief of virtues.70 
 
But the seeds of discord were sown. The words intended by the bishop to mend and 
define the relationship between rector and vestry served only to inform the vestry of the 
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tools they had for gaining control of the church. With music out of their hands, the vestry 
turned to the power of money, property and eventually, control over the rector’s position. 
 
Mounting Conflict 
 
 It was really Crummell’s dream to build a new, beautiful building for the St. 
Mary’s congregation, and it was due to his efforts speaking and making appeals for funds 
that the dream became a possibility. In his biography of Crummell, Wilson Moses claims, 
“a stately edifice had always meant a great deal” to Crummell who once wrote, 
We must build a church that will hold a thousand or more persons; or otherwise 
the work will be perpetually a feeble, unhelpful, begging and beggarly scheme; 
unable to stand by itself, or to help others. Build us a large church, and then with 
God’s blessing we shall sustain ourselves; and also become an arm of strength to 
the Diocese.71 
 
However, the excitement of this tremendous undertaking attracted members of African 
American society who, not necessarily interested in spiritual edification or community 
progress, saw the possibility of developing the new St. Luke’s into a grand social center 
for the highest class of African Americans. This was certainly not Crummell’s nor the 
Diocese’s intent when they chose to locate St. Luke’s “at 1514 Fifteenth Street, N. W., 
which placed it within a few blocks of the White House and also in proximity to some of 
Washington’s most dismal alley life.”72 In Washington, African Americans who could 
read and write sometimes filled government offices and, therefore, had privileges rare to 
many of their race. It was a few of these elite who used their influence and finances to 
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take control of St. Luke’s. Crummell recorded that the vestry “put the registration fee at 
$2.00 a year; and the years of 80 and 81, it has been held there; thus excluding several of 
my poorer members from voting.” With voting power in the hands of a few, “they 
brought in a number of men from the departments, members of no church, but nominally 
Baptists and Methodists; and so got themselves elected.”73  
 In Crummell’s mind, the primary instigators of conflict were Henry Johnson, 
William Cole, Solomon Johnson and Fleetwood who in 1879 joined with a small, 
unnamed “troublesome element” already at St. Mary’s, most likely Jerome Johnson and 
Walker Lewis. Henry Johnson and Cole, like Fleetwood, had been “attendants” at the 
Presbyterian Church, Johnson being the “great disturber of its peace.” He was there “until 
unable longer to endure him the people rose up in disgust and indignation and thrust him 
out.” Solomon Johnson, the exception, “went to no Church, was a rum-seller, and spent 
his time chiefly on Sundays, in hunting.” All four men were well known for visiting 
houses of prostitution; Solomon Johnson’s wife sent for Crummell to tell him “about the 
absence of her husband with a harlot, 2 or 3 days at a time, from his home” and Cole 
“debauched the daughter of Worml[e]y the Hotel-keeper, taking her for a long time to a 
house of infamy in 15th St. At last, at point of the Pistol, he was forced to marry her.” 
Later he was caught in a “house of ill-fame” with a schoolteacher and the two were 
carried to the police court where they were charged. Drunkenness was apparently another 
characteristic of this gang. It was these men, along with Spencer Murry, whom Crummell 
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caustically referred to as “another of my precious vestry members,” who got themselves 
voted into power.74 
 Though the vestry gained control of St. Luke’s money and property, they were 
still eager for full control of the musical offerings and program of the church, 
undoubtedly under the powerful influence of Christian Fleetwood. One for pomp and 
pageantry, Fleetwood saw St. Luke’s as a platform for increasingly greater musical 
display. Back at the baton in 1880, he began preparation of Millard’s “Magnificat,” a 
showy, Christmas anthem considered by St. Luke’s organist to be “unfit for a Church; 
more like a dance than a sacred anthem.”75 Fleetwood’s intention was to have the choir 
sing the “Magnificat” at Easter services, and in an apparently underhanded move, he 
refrained from rehearsing it with the choir at church when Crummell was present and 
instead “the rehearsal of this piece was carried on at Mr. Fleetwood’s private residence in 
12th St.”76 When a few days before Easter Crummell became aware that a “Magnificat” 
was to be sung, he informed Fleetwood that it was inappropriate for the season and 
suggested instead that “there were a number of appropriate Anthems, such as ‘Christ is 
Risen,’ etc.” Fleetwood obstinately responded, “he had prepared [the “Magnificat”] and 
could have no other ‘Sing.’”77 Equally indomitable in his stance, Crummell would not 
allow the anthem and shortly received a note in response: 
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Reverend Sir. 
 I am directed by the choir to state—that in consequence of their inability 
in the time remaining to substitute other creditable music for the Magnificat, 
arbitrarily excluded by you from the Easter services, they have unanimously 
Resolved that under existing circumstances they will take no part whatever in the 
services Easter Sunday. 
      Very respectfully,  
       C. A. Fleetwood 
 
More than ready to be rid of Fleetwood as a “musical martinet,” Crummell “immediately 
sent the following reply:” 
Dear Sir. 
 I have just received your favor of last evening which informs me that the 
choir of St. Luke’s have resolved not to take any part in the services of Easter day. 
I am obliged to you for thus early informing me, and beg to say that I shall 
henceforth look elsewhere for musical assistance. 
       Your Obdt. Servt. 
        Alex Crummell78 
 
The battle was on. Fleetwood and his comrades were in an uproar and began a campaign 
of public slander against Crummell in what Crummell called a “newspaper warfare” that 
extended from Washington, DC all the way to Louisiana. The vestry went to The 
Washington Post, which consequently ran an article entitled “St. Luke’s Choir 
Disbanded” on March 24, 1880. Refuting Crummell’s assertion that he had not informed 
Crummell of his intention to perform the “Magnificat,” Fleetwood told the papers 
Crummell had been informed six weeks earlier and “made no objections.” The article 
included an interview with Miss Mattie Lawrence, “the leading soprano,” of St. Luke’s 
choir, “a very handsome and accomplished young lady, whose success as Josephine in 
the church choir “Pinafore” at Lincoln hall last fall attracted so much attention.” Miss 
                                                
78 Ibid., 9. 
 
301 
 
Lawrence told The Post, “It is gratifying to us of the choir to know that the people are 
very sorry to think we shall leave, and that they wish the doctor would yield in the matter. 
But I think that as he desires to control the choir, he will not give in.” Miss Lawrence 
added she heard Crummell wanted to establish an all boys’ choir to which the reporter 
quipped, “Going to Rome, eh?” Picking up on the insinuation, Miss Lawrence, admitted a 
boys’ choir would be rather “ritualistic.”79 Over the next few days The Post ran several 
more articles claiming to “present both sides of the difficulty,” including an interview 
with Crummell in which he stated again that he knew nothing of the “Magnificat” and 
never asked Fleetwood to be the choir leader. It was followed the next day by letters 
printed in the paper from Fleetwood, Henry Johnson and Frances Upshur contending that 
Crummell’s memory on the point was “defective,” and that these two assertions were 
“not the only instances of Dr. Crummell’s proven untruthfulness.”80 Crummell scraped 
together a small choir comprised of “several white gentlemen and ladies, with a few of 
[his] own people” in time for Easter. A certain Jerome Hopkins then visiting the city read 
of St. Luke’s trouble in The Post and told Crummell he would play the organ for Easter 
“as a favor” and would “drill” the choir too. Crummell told the bishop later that under 
Hopkins, “never before or since have we had such Easter music.”81 
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 The articles in The Post set up a sharp line between those who believed the rector 
and those who did not. The Post surmised “no event in the colored church history of the 
city has for years created so much feeling as this unfortunate difference of opinion 
between the rector and the choir of St. Luke’s.” This was an accurate portrayal of the 
confusing situation that manifested at St. Luke’s, intriguingly, just in time for vestry 
elections, which as always, were scheduled for Easter Monday evening. The Post 
predicted the meeting would be “a stormy and interesting one,” and “as the feeling is very 
bitter, both parties will put forth their strongest efforts.”82 The vestry managed to secure 
their position and began an intense race for complete control of St. Luke’s. After the 
Easter 1880 scuffle and election, they passed the following resolutions: 
1. To suspend the payment of Rector’s salary. 
2. To abolish the office of collector of subscriptions. 
3. To pay no organist. 
4. To close the Organ. . . . forbidding its use at Divine service. 
5. Instructing Fleetwood to write to Rev. Mr. Mansfield, the owner of the Organ 
to take down his organ and to remove it at once from the Church.83 
 
Through their control of finances and church property, the vestry strong-armed Crummell 
and attempted to sabotage what was left of the music program. With still more to come, 
this deliberate action on the part of the vestry revved up the battle between parties. Again, 
the vestry members were exploring their power and influence. By the activation of a 
social drama such as this one at St. Luke’s, “groups take stock of their current situation: 
the nature and strength of their social ties, the power of their symbols, the effectiveness 
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of their legal and moral controls, the sacredness of their religious traditions and so 
forth.”84 At their core, the vestry members were threatened by change and things they 
could not control. They no longer desired Crummell’s leadership so they tried to force 
him out by refusing to pay him. In a rite of passage “relations between structural 
positions and between the incumbents of such positions are restructured, often 
drastically.” Leadership that was once guiding and comforting “seems threatening and 
even mendacious, perhaps even reviving unconscious fears of physical mutilation and 
other punishments for behavior not in accordance” with authority.85 Subordinate to others 
at work and in society, the vestry of St. Luke’s wanted to make sure they were at the top 
in an organization of their own people.  
 Crummell, was not without allies. Reverend Mansfield, “the owner of the Organ,” 
“hearing from others the conduct of the Vestry,” gave control of the organ to Crummell 
and forbid the vestry from moving it. Some “faithful members” established a rector’s aid 
society that paid Crummell from $5 to $8 a month in absence of his regular salary of $20 
per month, but were not given credit by the vestry “for their subscriptions.”86 And so the 
congregation struggled forward, but now with an ever-growing financial handicap and 
increasing bitterness between its members. 
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 With Fleetwood no longer the musical director and the church in financial need, 
the choir of St. Luke’s began preparations for another production to raise funds. Again 
getting involved, The Washington Post reported, 
It is asserted that the proposed entertainment has been originated somewhat 
secretly, by Dr. Crummell and his choir, without consulting his vestry as to the 
propriety of using the body of the church for secular entertainments. Members of 
the vestry assert that they had not the least knowledge of such an entertainment, 
until the tickets made their appearance.87 
 
The vestry responded by sending a resolution to the bishop: 
Whereas: This Vestry having understood that a public concert, at which an 
admission fee will be charged, will, by consent of the Rector, Rev. Alexander 
Crummell, be given in this St. Luke’s Church on a certain day in November next, 
and Whereas, the Canons of the General Convention of Maryland provide against 
using the Church for any “unhallowed, worldly or common use,” Canon xxi, title 
1, Sec. 3, therefore, Be it resolved, that this Vestry, being a body corporate with 
the Protestant Episcopal Church of the United States, and acknowledging the 
authority of the Church laws of Maryland, do hereby enter our protest against the 
innovation of the above law, by Rev. Alexander Crummell, Rector of said 
Church, and declare it to be our conviction, that the Church should be used only 
for strictly religious purposes.88 
  
The bishop, by now gaining a sense of the relational dynamic at St. Luke’s, told the 
vestry how glad he was “to learn that you have so warm a zeal for the honorable house of 
God,” but assured them he was “quite satisfied” that Crummell would not “desecrate the 
building nor succumb it to others.”89 Crummell wrote to the bishop regarding the vestry’s 
resolutions saying, “I beg to assure you that the charge of ‘secularity,’ in those 
                                                
87 “A Church’s Differences. More Trouble Between St. Luke’s Rector and His Vestry,” 
Washington Post, October 26, 1880. 
 
88 St. Luke’s Vestry to Bishop William Pinkney, October 30, 1880, MDA. 
 
89 Bishop William Pinkney to St. Luke’s Vestry, October 30, 1880, MDA. 
 
305 
 
resolutions is absolutely false” and to invite the bishop to review the concert program 
“and so get the certainty that nothing [except] what is sacred [and] religious, is sung.” 
Crummell told the bishop that the concert, as well as a series of lectures, “are immediate 
necessities for our monetary relief. I must use every legitimate means to get rid of 
pressing obligations and I have no one to help me.”90 A week later he addressed another 
letter to the bishop informing him of his struggle with St. Luke’s vestry: 
The difficulty with my Vestry is that they have set out with the principle [and] 
determination [that] the Rector is, [and] shall be under the control of the Vestry, 
and hence interference with me concerning my Sunday School, Music, [and] even 
calling me to account for not preaching Funeral sermons. . . . Under the guidance 
of one man, constitutionally an “agitator,” a majority of them, not all, give 
themselves up to strife; utterly neglect the monetary responsibilities of the 
Ch[urch]; leave me to bear all the burdens; [and] at the same time vote to 
“suspend the payment” of the small sum they are bound to give me. 91 
 
The conditions at St. Luke were rising to a troublesome level, so the bishop met with 
Crummell and the vestry in January 1881 “by request.” Besides the bishop, Montgomery 
Blair, a lawyer and “learned layman” was there to arbitrate as well as the Reverends 
Thomas Addison and John S. Lindsay who “rendered most signal service.” Fleetwood 
told the congregation that no one had been there when he told Crummell the “Magnificat” 
was to be sung, and that it was a matter of truthfulness between the rector and him.92 
Evidently Crummell left the issue alone, since the bishop documented he was “charmed 
with the spirit displayed by both Rector and people.” The vestry too, in the presence of 
                                                
90 Alexander Crummell to Bishop William Pinkney, October 27, 1880, MDA. 
 
91 Alexander Crummell to Bishop William Pinkney, November 9, 1880, MDA. 
 
92 Crummell to Pinkney April 22, 1882, 11. 
 
306 
 
their religious superior must have laid aside their arguments since the bishop recalled, 
“the vestry acted very nobly.”93 Later, the vestry claimed they were agreeable during the 
meeting with the bishop because it was their understanding that “all things should be 
restored as they had been prior to the controversy,” including reinstatement of the choir 
under Fleetwood. Needless to say, Crummell did not reinstate Fleetwood and the choir 
and although “all the vestrymen voluntarily retired at Easter of 1881,” they were back in 
the saddle in March of 1882 and immediately called for Crummell to be removed from 
St. Luke’s.94 
  
The Moment of Crisis 
 
 The vestry submitted a lengthy petition to Bishop Pinkney on March 28, 1882 to 
“demand the termination of the present pastoral relations therewith of Rev’d Alexander 
Crummell, D. D. Rector.” According to their appeal, an irreconcilable “rupture of 
relations” between pastor and people was so compelling as to render Crummell useless to 
the congregation. The vestry’s letter of resolutions concerning Crummell does paint a 
dire picture: he “preserved a cold and forbidding manner,” “visited but few of the 
people,” “has not administered to them even in sickness,” and, according to the vestry, 
Crummell “made charges so gross and unbecoming against those who are obnoxious to 
him, that the hearts of the people have been closed to him and they are no longer 
impressed by his preaching.” The charges begin to sound a bit petty, however, when the 
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vestry states the rupture between Crummell and the congregation “originated in an order 
of the Rector forbidding the singing at Easter of 1880, of a piece of music composed for 
such an occasion.” That they pin all of their grievances against Crummell on this one 
seemingly trivial moment indicates there was more at stake than one piece of music. 
 From the vestry’s petition it appears the entire congregation was discontent with 
Crummell; yet, there was a surprising counter move on the part of the lay people, one that 
calls into question the accuracy of the vestry’s charges. On April 3, 1882, two petitions 
signed by over one hundred members of St. Luke’s were delivered to the bishop, both 
with a cover letter, which read, 
Dear Sir: 
 We the undersigned Communicant Members of St. Luke’s P. E.  Church, 
do earnestly protest against the action of those men claiming to represent “The 
Vestry and Congregation” of the above named church; Such is not the case, for 
they only represent a part of the former, and a part of the latter, as will be seen by 
the names attached to this paper.  We sincerely pray that before taking final action 
in the matter, you will give it a careful consideration, for we all Stand loyal to our 
Rector, and very respectfully ask to be heard in his defence. 
 
Crummell told the bishop, 
The Congregation, by a large majority, comprising fully two thirds of my 
communicants, at the least, are true and loyal to their Rector. A more faithful 
pious, devoted set of men and women cannot be found in this city. True they are 
poor, many of them servants; but they are sober, not drunkards, not debauchees; 
and they are generous and ardent in their Christian life and devotion.95 
 
By the petitions and names sent to the bishop on Crummell’s behalf, it appears Crummell 
was right—many of St. Luke’s members were loyal to him.96 
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 Seemingly the bishop weighed the facts to the best of his ability. All of the 
petitions and letters from St. Luke’s in 1882 have been carefully preserved in the 
bishop’s records along with a twenty-six page statement from Crummell and several 
written opinions of St. Luke’s situation from the Episcopal Convocation Committee on 
Colored Work in Washington, DC, which were solicited by the bishop. On May 3, 1882, 
the bishop handed down his decision: 
In the case of the controversy in St. Luke’s Church in the city of Washington, DC 
I summoned the Standing Committee as Council of Advice, who, having 
considered the evidence laid before them by me, which was all the evidence in my 
possession, unanimously reached the conclusion that said evidence has not 
convinced them that the interests of religion and the prosperity of St. Luke’s 
Ch[urch] would be promoted by the dissolution of the pastoral relation between 
the Rector and St. Luke’s congregation. I adopt their conclusion as my judgment 
in this case.97 
 
  Thwarted for a time in their attempt to eject Crummell from St. Luke’s, the 
vestry still had control of the business aspects of church life, which financially continued 
to worsen. In 1882, the vestry interrupted the church financial program put in place by 
Crummell and, according to Crummell, misused funds. Crummell described the situation 
to the bishop: 
Subscriptions amounting to about $80 per month, were made to me by the 
members of the Church, in ’80, to be collected monthly. The collector used to get 
between $40 and $50 per month; and about as much more used to be deposited in 
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the Church, in collecting basins. The Vestry broke up the whole system. It is 
owing to these systematic plans of the Vestry that the revenue of the Church has 
declined. Many members declaring that while these men hold power they will put 
no monies in their hands, while others, aware of their misuse of funds I have 
collected, will give their subscriptions to the “Convocational Committee,” only.98 
 
Backing Crummell’s statement that separate funds were collected outside the vestry’s 
control to pay the rector, St. Luke’s 1882 parochial report to the Diocese of Maryland 
indicates that $60.14 was collected through Communion Alms with “all other 
Contributions (exclusive of Clergyman’s salary)” amounting to $1,400.69. In 1883, after 
the bishop’s decision to uphold Crummell as rector, contributions dropped to $385.12.99 
Practically in a stalemate, neither side would use their finances to support the other. With 
the vestry in control, communicants like Dr. A. T. Augusta, “one of the finest colored 
Physicians in the U.S.,” told Crummell he would “not have anything to do with St. 
Luke’s Church, while these wretched men are at the head of it.” The vestry’s ring, on the 
other hand, unwilling to sustain the church under Crummell, also refrained from 
supporting St. Luke’s.  
 The vestry had their eyes open for evidence supporting the faultiness of their 
rector. A few months after the spring troubles of 1882, they sent a resolution to the 
bishop “in order that you may be cognizant of the manner in which said body are and 
have been treated by their Rector Rev. Alex Crummell” in which, grasping at straws, they 
condemned Crummell for “tearing down partitions, and making material alterations in the 
basement of St. Luke’s P. E.  Church without advising with or consulting the vestry of 
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said church.”100 With the bishop’s verdict behind him, as well as the support of over half 
his congregation, Crummell evidently began operating around the vestry. 
 
Resolution 
 
 When it came time for vestry elections on Easter Monday, March 26, 1883, 
Crummell and his supporters, “acting under the advice of ‘two church lawyers,’” 
instigated a plan for change. Outwitting the vestry, they took control of the election 
through a surprise move described in The Washington Post the following day: 
Easter Monday is the legal day for the election of a new vestry in the Episcopal 
church, and the time fixed is “immediately after the morning service.” 
Convenience has created a custom very generally observed, of having an 
adjourned meeting take place in the evening, at which an election is held. 
Yesterday a larger congregation than usual was observed, and the then vestrymen, 
who were by the nearly all anti-Crummell men, were notified and attended in a  
body before the service closed. A stormy scene ensued upon Dr. Crummell taking 
his seat as chairman of the church meeting, which succeeded the service and, 
instead of adjourning until 7:30 p.m., as had been the custom, proceeded to hold 
an election. The methods adopted to defeat this action included the whole 
category of dilatory parliamentary motions, but all in vain. The vestrymen, 
register and treasurer thereupon left in a body.101 
 
Obviously prepared for the action, Crummell’s followers quickly replaced the 
troublesome vestry members with some of their own. The Post reported, “The subsequent 
proceedings resulted in the dropping of the names of Henry Johnson, C. A. Fleetwood, 
William Washington and J. W. Cole from the vestry, and the election of R. Nugent,       
D. Syphax, Daniel Murray and Langston Allen to their places.” Never inclined to give up 
easily, the old vestry decided to go forward with an evening election where they managed 
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to elect themselves back into office. At 7:30 that evening “Walker Lewis, the senior 
warden, called the meeting to order.” The treasurer began the meeting by reading a 
financial report showing “a total debt of $8,175.05 with a revenue for the year of 
$318.80[,] a falling off of one-half from” the previous year. He informed those gathered 
that if “Mr. S.E. Middleton, the banker,” did not receive his payments on the tenth and 
twenty-seventh of the month “he would advertise the church building for sale the first 
Monday in April, under the mortgage which he holds.” The payment amounts far 
exceeded the church’s holdings; the only plausible plan was to elect a vestry with means 
and power. Consequently, elections were held and “Spencer Murray, Jr., William 
Washington, C. A. Fleetwood and Charles Murray, of the old vestry, were then dropped 
and re-elected by a vote of forty, the vestrymen holding over being Henry Johnson, J. W. 
Cole, Solomon Johnson and Jerome A. Johnson.” The Post reported two protests to this 
action, one by Daniel Murray who argued, “the [voter] registration books were closed on 
February 16, seven days before the regular time,” and F. G. Barbadoes, who dissented 
“because non-members had voted.” According to the paper, both of these objections 
“were tabled.”102 
 Finally prepared for their antics, Crummell and the Men’s guild, “an organization 
formed to wrest the control of the church from the malcontent members,” had collected 
“from their own and the white Episcopal congregations in the city” $1,000 “in cash” for 
the payment on the building. Combined with the new vestrymen’s “individual notes for 
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the other $500 due,” this action solved the church’s financial problems and “Mr. 
Middleton had withdrawn the notice of sale.” The women of St. Luke’s were evidently 
behind Crummell and the new leadership since the Women’s Aid Society donated $120 
“to the cause.”103 If financial giving is an indication of whom the lay people favored, then 
in 1884 the Diocese of Maryland parochial report for St. Luke’s shows Crummell was 
their man—contributions amounted to over $3,200.00.104 
 
Summary 
 
 Now after a five-year struggle, St. Luke’s was back in the hands of Alexander 
Crummell and his people who would begin to shape a particular identity for St. Luke’s—
one centered on meeting practical needs of the African American community in 
Washington, DC. Believing African Americans had “suffered the demoralization of 
heathendom, of the slave trade, and of two hundred years of bondage, and the large 
expectations about them are unreasonable,”105 Crummell was known “to instruct and 
advise, in plain heart-to-heart talks,”106 and encouraged African Americans to pursue 
useful skills and live balanced lives free from excess. St. Luke’s would become a hub for 
education and spiritual training that focused on the realistic improvement of conditions 
for African Americans in Washington. Women were a priority at St. Luke’s and 
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Crummell who once said “that the education of girls was of more importance than that of 
boys” joined with the women of his congregation to fight white racism and establish the 
first African American “Girls’ Friendly Society” at St. Luke’s.107 In an era of pew rents, 
St. Luke’s kept their pews free and open to all, choosing to maintain an egalitarian social 
system over a hierarchical one.108  
 The social drama that played out at St. Luke’s in the early 1880’s was a secondary 
effect of the structuring process St. Mary’s congregation went through as its members 
assimilated more and more into urban life in the nation’s capital. Though it is known that 
most of St. Mary’s early members were raised as Episcopalians in their masters’ homes, 
the pending move to St. Luke’s attracted members of various denominational 
backgrounds—many who had memories of private slave gatherings for prayer and 
worship in slave quarters or deep in the woods. Slaves who were Episcopalians no doubt 
participated in these types of religious gatherings too, since they were not allowed to 
participate fully in the worship of their masters’ churches. Though church buildings were 
representations of liberation to the African Americans who built them, they could not 
help affecting the nature of black worship. Inevitably, the “invisible institution” emerged 
visible and changed as churches were constructed. There is a close connection between 
structure and property, and as St. Mary’s built their stately gothic church, they inherently 
accepted new organizational demands and restrictions.  
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 Turner’s cultural insights elucidate the structural changes that were taking place 
for St. Mary’s, and then St. Luke’s congregation in the early 1880’s. He explains,  
All human societies implicitly or explicitly refer to two contrasting social models. 
One . . . is of society as a structure of jural, political and economic positions, 
offices, statuses, and roles, in which the individual is only ambiguously grasped 
behind the social persona. The other is of society as a communitas of concrete 
idiosyncratic individuals, who, though differing in physical and mental 
endowment, are nevertheless regarded as equal in terms of shared humanity. The 
first model is of a differenciated, culturally structured, segmented, and often 
hierarchical system of institutionalized positions. The second presents society as 
an undifferentiated, homogeneous whole, in which individuals confront one 
another integrally, and not “sementalized” into statuses and roles.109 
 
Slave culture, descending of course from African culture, clearly fits Turner’s second 
model—a society where individuals are “regarded as equal in terms of shared humanity” 
and “confront one another integrally.” Throughout the nineteenth century, free black 
community life began to accommodate to Euro-American standards of societal 
organization, especially in urban areas. As can be plainly seen in the case of St. Luke’s, 
the congregation was increasingly shifting towards a societal model that differentiated 
“offices, statuses, and roles.” Turner’s differentiation between these two societal models 
makes it clear that many urban African Americans in the post-emancipation era were 
beginning to accept the ideals of structured society over those of a communal society. 
However, the resistance Crummell, and ultimately the majority of the congregation, had 
to the vestry’s power and agenda, demonstrates their ambivalence toward mainstream 
society’s structural ideals. Though they accepted ecclesiastical authority and organized 
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themselves into various roles, ultimately, they rejected structures that restricted 
community formation and continued to prioritize the community over the individual.  
 Music performance was key to the transitional process because it signified 
cultural achievement, and for African Americans, was an area that suggested their 
cultural superiority. Conversely, religious music contained powerful memories, held 
symbolic meanings and was a mode for talking about shared experiences. When 
Fleetwood and his band of followers attempted to turn St. Luke’s into something more 
like a concert hall than a church, they were embracing a new set of rituals that marked 
their own acceptance of mainstream values. Samuel A. Floyd, Jr. explains that “Concerts, 
operas, and recitals” like the ones produced by Fleetwood and his choir “are rituals, 
complete with procedures and codes of conduct that make up the ceremonies that carry 
and celebrate the myths of high culture.”110 More than a mere musical preference, St. 
Luke’s vestrymen bought into the myth that concert music was the most “elevating” type 
of music and that the performance of it held power to literally change their status and 
acceptance in mainstream culture. Floyd believes, 
The mythology about the concert hall propagandizes the ostensible artistic 
supremacy of the musical products of European—particularly German and 
Italian—origin and derivation. . . . This myth perpetuates the notion that only the 
music of the “standard repertoire” is worth serious attention and that it is to be 
repeated, concert after concert, season after season, for the moral and spiritual 
uplift of an educated (and indoctrinated) public.111 
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Turner’s view of concert music as a ritual form puts another twist on the interpretation of 
St. Luke’s battle over church music. He writes, 
ritual and its progeny, notably the performance arts, derive from the subjunctive, 
liminal, reflexive, exploratory heart of social drama, where the structures of group 
experience . . . are replicated, dismembered, re-membered, refashioned, and 
mutely or vocally made meaningful—even when, as is so often the case in 
declining cultures, “the meaning is that there is no meaning.”112 
 
For Fleetwood and the vestrymen, musical performance at St. Luke’s held little if any 
religious meaning. Their issues were wound up in cultural acceptance and self-identified 
superiority. They needed a ritual to mark their rite of passage into upper levels of society, 
and concert music was the best fit for their goals. The Black Church was the only social 
space where they had the freedom to muster such ambitions. 
 The most compelling discovery in the study of St. Luke’s is that ultimately 
Crummell and the congregation rejected this form of music as ritual. They insisted that 
music as a religious and cultural symbol did have meaning. It was more than an emblem 
of “high culture” and status achievement. Instead, they continued following an African 
American tradition that made no “distinction between high and low music.”113 Rejecting 
the notion that they should come to church each week and passively sit and listen while 
others skillfully delivered “high” musical works of art, they clung to a distinctly black 
cultural value that maintained, “works of music are truly transactions between human 
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beings and organized sound.”114 In their view, congregational participation was vital to 
any musical activity that took place within the walls of the church. 
 A hard battle, seemingly fought over the decision to omit a musical selection at 
Easter services, altered the course of St. Luke’s PE Church. It was a battle that served to 
refine the character of the church and although it wearied those involved, it sharpened 
their sense of purpose and solidified their sense of God’s direction and intervention on 
their behalf as a people. When he retired from St. Luke’s in 1894, Crummell could look 
back and say, 
All along the lines of my personal life I have seen the gracious intrusions of a 
most merciful providence. . . . It is not merely a personal experience. It is a wider 
truth. It is a fact and a principle which pertains to the large and struggling race to 
which we belong. There is a Divine, an infinite, an all-powerful hand which 
moves in all our history; and it moves for good!115 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
CONCLUSION 
 
 
 When Booker T. Washington sat down to dinner in the home of some former 
slaves, there was only one fork on the table for the family of four and him to share. He 
found that in families like these, the wife generally cooked the meat, put it between 
bread, and handed it to the husband and children who ate it on the way to work or at play. 
She ate right from the pan. Sitting down at the table was for Washington’s benefit and it 
posed an embarrassing situation for all involved. He found it ironic that they owned only 
one fork, but managed to make payments every month on a sixty-dollar parlor organ no 
one could play. Washington admits, they in turn found his conventional ways and formal 
manner bewildering.1 
 Washington’s anecdote gets at the essence of what free Blacks and former slaves 
faced in border city churches as southern migrants joined existing congregations. Though 
they shared a common heritage, their culture and their religious practices were often very 
different. Being together could be challenging for both groups of African Americans.  
They needed a way to communicate and shape a collective identity if they were to 
become one body working toward a common purpose. In church they defined what it 
meant to be a community of shared suffering in the context of an unfriendly society and 
in the midst of dire social conditions. Religious music was the most important mode of 
                                                
1 Washington, Up From Slavery, 113-114. 
 
319 
 
discourse and cultural exchange African Americans had to contemplate and discuss the 
challenges of black existence. 
 Implicit to this study are a number of tensions—tensions between the desire to 
assimilate into mainstream culture or uphold black culture, yearnings for old ways versus 
hunger for new ones, ambivalence toward racial progress and uplift ideology, and the 
push and pull between religious ideas and social ones. Rather than drawing hard and fast 
conclusions about black thought after emancipation, this project has sought to emphasize 
the active, dialectic, organic and imaginative character of black thinking that was 
cultivated in a period of immense instability and uncertainty. Recalling Eddie Glaude’s 
use of the term “structural ambivalence,” this work has emphasized how blurred 
identities and imprecise racial objectives stimulated African Americans to discuss, 
confer, bargain and collaborate. By confronting a wavering identity, African Americans 
moved toward growth and creativity. Considering the nearly insurmountable obstacles 
they faced, the great wonder is how they were able to accomplish so much.  
 Wherever African American people resided and had church, they imagined and 
lived religious lives that were unique to their location and meaningful to them as 
individuals and as a community. To make broad stroke statements about the Black 
Church and what it was minimizes the control black people had over their own lives and 
their agency in interpreting the world around them. Depending on which city they lived 
in, urban Blacks were influenced by different traditions, cultural influences, social 
conditions and religious possibilities. In Providence, Baptist churches were the 
denominational choice of the majority of African Americans. Consequently, their 
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congregations operated with a great deal of autonomy, free from denominational 
interference. Since Baptist governance was easily prone to schism, new black churches 
sprung up with relative ease. The AMEZ church was founded in New York, naturally 
building a strong tradition there; however, black Presbyterians also had a significant 
presence. Richard Allen, Absolom Jones and others in Philadelphia parted ways with 
white Methodists well before the nineteenth century, but as the study on Zoar ME has 
demonstrated, some black Methodists believed that to stay under the umbrella of white 
denominational leadership was the most effective way to evoke a change in race 
relationships. Either way, the Methodist presence in Philadelphia was powerful and, 
regardless of black or white leadership, this evangelical tradition had a pervasive 
influence on African Americans there. In close proximity, Baltimore also had a strong 
Methodist tradition, but was unique for its number of black Catholics. As a southern city 
with an unusual ratio of free Blacks and slaves before emancipation, the members of 
Baltimore’s AME churches interpreted AME protocol with a more liberal hand than those 
in Philadelphia did. An intriguing expansion of this work would include examination of 
the black community in Chicago with its relative newness and mid-western character, or 
Cincinnati, considering its historic relevance as a home for runaway slaves.  
 The point here is that where African Americans migrated, lived, worked and 
worshiped influenced the way they thought about themselves and their communities. It 
still holds that church was the primary meeting space for African Americans, regardless 
of where they lived. Though various cities created different opportunities and problems 
for African Americans, the racism that restricted their lives and freedom of movement 
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was invariable. Church was the common chord in all black communities—it was their 
primary means for addressing mutual suffering. While issues and style were different, 
church is where African American identity was constructed in the period following 
emancipation. 
 Acknowledging the distinctiveness of each African American community, it is 
still possible to recognize some common themes, or shifts, that took place in black culture 
as formerly enslaved people came to terms with what freedom meant in a racially 
restrictive society. Drawing on the resources they had—churches and each other—
African Americans in border cities struggled together to define who they were regardless 
of their particular locale. When migrants came to border cities, they joined churches that 
existed some fifty years or more prior to the Civil War; they came bringing the “Invisible 
Institution” with them. Through this transaction the invisible became visible. The term 
“invisible institution” means that no one but slaves knew it existed, and in many ways, it 
could be argued that no one (and that of course, means whites, since Blacks always knew 
what they were about) noticed black churches either.  
 Black churches under white-led denominational authorities rarely had an 
observable presence at denominational conferences or bodies. Churches like Zoar spent 
years petitioning MEC authorities for separate black conferences and the independence to 
govern their own churches and ministers, which was finally granted in 1864. While white 
congregations were content being isolated from their black peers, they were nonetheless 
connected enough to have a sense of their on-goings. In many cases black leadership 
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seeking equality sparked enough friction to make their presence feel like sandpaper on 
recalcitrant white skin. Their message was clear, even when it was ignored.  
 Black-led denominations like the AME or AMEZ operated more independently, 
with their finances and squabbles away from the eyes of whites; but, their ability to 
publish literary items such as newspapers or books, establish schools and colleges or send 
their leadership on cross-country or international denominational business assured they 
were known publicly. Evidence reveals these churches were somehow more noticeable to 
migrants entering border cities too; ministers of black Methodist churches, PE churches, 
and Congregational churches complained that migrants quickly left their denominations 
when they discovered the black-led AME and AMEZ churches. When black religion 
moved off plantations and out of the woods and found itself housed in denominational 
institutions, it was transferred from an invisible institution to a visible one. 
 The rich stock of scholarship on slave religion makes it quite plain that one of the 
most significant shifts black religion made when African Americans migrated to urban 
areas was its transition from outdoor practice to indoor practice. This evolution was not 
instantaneous, though for practical reasons and issues of space, black worship in border 
cities was almost always confined to the church or the home. Occasional bush meetings 
or camp meetings served as important and emotionally charged connectors as former 
slaves recalled past religious lives and blended religious memories with new experiences. 
Eventually, continued disapproval from leadership, the coming of age of a generation 
raised in the city, and lack of space made these virtually extinct as well. It was natural 
that migrants would seek others of their race in a church building, especially one labeled 
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with a moniker like “African,” “Methodist,” “Baptist,” or some other resonating term. 
Here they knew they would encounter something familiar, and as has been discussed 
previously, they quickly knew church buildings were the only significant meeting places 
available.  
 Besides, buildings were a privilege previously denied—it must have felt 
luxurious, or at least curious, to enter a spacious room with seats, instruments, 
adornments, and gas lights and to be able to sit in any open bench. Buildings were 
important to free Blacks living in cities prior to the war and they would come to be even 
more significant. As black communities grew, so did the number of physical churches. 
Practically speaking, new buildings were needed as existing churches filled with migrants 
and quickly reached capacity. But at another level, buildings, quite often beautiful ones, 
were symbolic of freedom. Though many border city African Americans managed only 
meager private residences, collectively they afforded comfortable, well-appointed houses 
of worship.  
 Free Blacks had always wanted buildings, but the newly freed were delighted 
with them too. Buildings with pews restricted the movement of worshipers making the 
traditional ring shout difficult to carry off in the sanctuary; yet, as the case study on 
Bethel AME has demonstrated, it did not render it absolutely obsolete. Swaying, shouting 
and clapping carried on in varying degrees, as did dropping to the ground or lying 
prostrate; but bodily movement was restricted by structural confinements when worship 
moved inside. At least until their leaders stopped them, some African Americans took to 
church aisles for greater freedom of movement during worship. Vocal spontaneity fared 
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better with the move indoors; research indicates call and response, improvisational 
singing and repetition continued in black church sanctuaries at least until the turn of the 
century. As the familiar term “amen corner” indicates (the term in fact originated in the 
post-Reconstruction era), many black churches in border cities had at least a handful of 
members who shouted out at will. African Americans may have modified their religious 
expression when their worship spaces shifted from outdoor to indoor, but they gained 
emblems of their accomplishment and ability, as well as a public gathering space. 
 Another key change in African American religion as it moved to the city was the 
shift from oral expression to written expression. Considering the great impulse for 
education among African Americans everywhere, it is not shocking to discover literacy’s 
impact on their religious lives. The more African Americans learned to read, the more 
interested they were in trying to learn the hymns of their denomination or the gospel and 
Sunday school tunes of the day. As the Zoar case study has attempted to show, these 
written songs held genuine appeal for many Blacks, literate or not. This observation, of 
course, is tempered by remembering that churches like Bethel AME in Baltimore were 
still advocating for note reading and hymnal use by the congregation until after 1901. 
African Americans became increasingly invested in gaining access to literary culture; 
however, their predominant mode of gaining information and engaging with the 
community continued to be formed around an oral tradition. 
 When southern migrants joined urban black churches in border cities, they found 
that their religious music was transformed from an expression of faith and emotion into a 
sign of the “uplift” and “progress” of their race. Perhaps more than any other shift black 
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religious music experienced through urban migration, this change ignited some of the 
most volatile conflicts. As evidenced by the determination of Fleetwood and his 
followers at St. Luke’s in Washington, DC, many African Americans viewed music and 
musical performance as evidence of African American accomplishment, and in some 
cases, superiority. A “History of the Choirs” of Ebenezer ME Church in Washington, 
DC, written sometime around 1900, includes a revealing quote attributed to “Ritter.”2 It 
simply states, “Music is a great, and in many respects a reliable guide in the study of 
human progress and development.”3 The inclusion of this succinct statement reveals the 
value at least some of Ebenezer’s members placed on music as a means for demonstrating 
their advancement and ability; their sentiments were common. Unfortunately, these views 
were problematic because as Gaines has said, it reflected an “unconscious internalized 
racism.”4 And this brings light to why music, and conflict over music, serves so well as a 
bridge into deeper emotional and cultural meanings. When those who were accustomed 
to using music as a psychological and emotional expression of their experience were 
muscled into performing music simply as a mark of their progress, fear and anger were 
stirred. Though this way of thinking came mostly from black brothers and sisters, it was a 
form of control grounded in societal values that had always been antithetical to African 
                                                
2 “History of the Choirs,” 1938, Ebenezer United Methodist Church Records, 1865-1980. 
 
3 Frédéric Louis Ritter, The Student’s History of Music. The History of Music, from the Christian 
Era to the Present (Boston: Oliver Ditson & Co., Publishers, 1883), 11, 
http://books.google.com/books?id=htEqAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA11&lpg=PA11&dq=Music+is+a+great,+and
+in+many+respects+a+reliable+guide+in+the+study+of+human+progress+and+development&source=web
&ots=ilG_qWEprJ&sig=wuUg3sx_5hiUAnQ_pSG4EY4AS48&hl=en&sa=X&oi=book_result&resnum=1
&ct=result#PPP7,M1 (accessed January 19, 2009). 
 
4 Gaines, Uplifting the Race, 6. 
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thinking. Add to that the religious meaning behind the music, and it becomes even easier 
to see why so much was at stake. One of the most significant ways slaves managed to 
pass down their African heritage and exercise their own agency was through musical 
expression, away from the eyes of any who would reprimand them. When migrants 
joined border city congregations, they faced restrictions in a realm where they had 
previously experienced a degree of improvisational freedom. When music became a 
hallmark of African American achievement, it signified a momentous diversion from 
black worship’s historical past. 
 Examining these shifts in the religious lives and practices of African Americans in 
the post-emancipation era illuminates the enormous task southern migrants, and to some 
degree free Blacks already living in border cities, had in adjusting to a society without 
slavery. In the years following liberation, questions of where to live, what to eat and how 
to make money were the practical concerns of many African Americans. More intrinsic to 
their happiness, however, were issues of identity, self-worth and connectedness to others. 
More than any place else in black culture, these issues worked themselves out in the 
church. Again, the ambivalence that often accompanied the exercise of discovering a new 
existence—mixing the views of a dominant society with the ideals of black leaders and 
one’s own fears and ambitions was no easy task. No fixed line existed for African 
Americans attempting to redefine themselves. Instead, their thoughts and commitments 
sometimes fluctuated depending on their influences and personalities. By looking at 
conflicts or situations related to religious music in border city churches, it is possible to 
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dig a little deeper into the broad assortment of ideas and concerns facing Blacks after 
emancipation.  
 Aside from illuminating shifts in black religious practice, the case studies in this 
project share several themes pertinent to black religious experience. To begin with, the 
style of each church’s interactions related to musical activities aided them in the 
development of what Jürgen Habermas has called a public sphere.5 When they centered 
on the emotionally laden topic of music, African Americans were motivated to debate, 
discuss, plot and fight about deeper issues that concerned them. They could talk about 
educational values, religious interpretations, power, cultural identity and perhaps more 
significantly, whether to forget or to remember slavery. Black churches were facilities 
where meaningful and defining exchange took place. This practice of negotiating ideas 
resulted in something new. In its best cases it resulted in social action and greater unity—
at its worst, it produced schism.  
 Langer’s work, as discussed in chapter three, is helpful in explaining why topics 
related to music sparked some of the most combustible reactions—namely her 
proposition that works of art, in this case, musical expressions, are “iconic symbols” of 
being. Langer’s aesthetic philosophy asserts that artistic expressions present the 
subjective aspects of human experience in ways discursive forms cannot.6 Given this 
                                                
5 Jürgen Habermas, Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit: Untersuchungen zu einer Kategorie der 
bürgerlichen Gesellschaft (Neuwied am Rhein: Luchterhand, 1968), translated by Thomas Burger with the 
assistance of Frederick Lawrence as The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a 
Category of Bourgeois Society (Cambridge, MIT Press, 1989.) 
 
6 Susanne Langer, Philosophy in a New Key: A Study in the Symbolism of Reason, Rite, and Art 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1942); Langer, Feeling and Form. 
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definition of music’s underpinnings, it is not difficult to see how a threat or change to a 
particular group’s musical choice could elicit sharp discourse within the public sphere of 
the church. If one leader or group questioned another’s musical preference, it was more 
than a question of taste. It was a question of the others’ identity. As previous chapters 
have touched on, the church was the safest space for African Americans to engage in 
public discussion and debate. By tackling questions of character, value and identity in 
church, African Americans created a social orbit where they could deal with issues of 
common concern.  
 When conflicts simmered, they bubbled up in various locations depending on the 
sacred structures of a church’s particular denomination. For example, in the case of St. 
Luke’s in Washington, DC, conflict over music erupted in the vestry. Eventually, both 
vestry and priest appealed to the bishop who in turn solicited advice from a “Standing 
Committee.” It may not have played out so well for Alexander Crummell at St. Luke’s in 
Washington, DC had he not worked under a sympathetic and supportive bishop, as the 
disappointing story of pioneering black Catholic priests demonstrates. Only five black 
Catholic priests were ordained for American ministry before the turn of the century and 
not all of them were in charge of parishes—very few black Catholics held leadership or 
decision-making roles, and white bishops restricted and failed to support the few priests 
that did serve churches.7 In a Methodist church like Bethel AME in Baltimore, the 
expected site of conflict is in the classes, where laity and class leaders were in close and 
                                                
7 Raboteau, “Minority Within a Minority: The History of Black Catholics in America” in A Fire in 
the Bones, 117-137. 
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regular contact. Black Baptists with their tradition of lay governance worked out their ills 
mostly among themselves and the pastor in congregational meetings and by vote. When 
Henry Jeter, the long-time pastor of Shiloh Baptist Church in Newport, Rhode Island, 
became sick, a visiting “evangelist” filled his pulpit and in only a short time, swayed the 
congregation to call for Jeter’s resignation. Eventually, the majority was persuaded to 
keep Jeter, but a significant number left and started an Independent Baptist church in 
Newport called Mt. Olivet. While Jeter had the support of a committee of local pastors, 
ultimately the decision to keep Jeter rested with the congregation.8 The purpose of 
discussing where various church battles resided is to point out how conflict took shape 
depending on denominational tradition. Vestries, Methodist classes and congregational 
meetings were part of an internal configuration that provided coherence in unstable 
periods of disagreement or upset. Unwieldy, messy clashes of interest became focused 
when funneled through a church’s particular organizational mechanism. Denominational 
identity had much to do with how black churchgoers worked out their differences. 
 Styles of conflict resolution varied from situation to situation and from church to 
church. Bethel AME experienced conflict over music and worship for years—the laity 
persistently subverted pastoral authority on issues they did not agree with. They may 
have decided after their encounters with Daniel Payne in the 1840s that coming to blows 
(literally) and a direct approach to ecclesiastical authority was useless. They 
demonstrated an almost saccharine respect for their pastors, then turned around and 
continued singing their spiritual songs late into the night. The vestry of St. Luke’s, on the 
                                                
8 Jeter, Pastor Henry N. Jeter’s Twenty-five Years Experience, 40-48. 
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other hand, scarcely thought twice about challenging Crummell. They openly confronted 
him when they disagreed with his decisions. The congregation exhibited deference for 
both the rector and vestry, though when it boiled right down to it, the majority aligned 
themselves with Crummell. In some cases, dissidents simply fled the scene for greener 
pastures, avoiding conflict altogether. Baptists were especially known for starting a 
number of “noisy little missions” after members simply parted ways with the mother 
church. Regardless of how border city Blacks chose to deal with conflict, they usually 
worked it out somehow. In 1914, when Christian Fleetwood died at age seventy-four, his 
funeral was held at St. Luke’s. Some thirty years after his bitter conflict there, members 
of St. Luke’s mourned his parting in a sacred ceremony, and it was what he wanted. The 
records are remarkably silent on what happened after the resolution at St. Luke’s in 1882, 
but one way or the other, Fleetwood’s connection with the church was so significant that 
he desired his final rite of passage take place within its walls.  
 Black border city churches frequently became battlegrounds between charismatic 
male figures. There are probably a number of suggestions that could be made about this 
phenomenon, but the most compelling is the fact that after emancipation, the black 
church was almost the only sphere where talented and able black men could excel (often, 
to the exclusion of women). Pastors like Daniel Payne, George Watkins and Alexander 
Crummell obviously gravitated toward church ministry because they were sharp, 
intelligent, and well-organized characters. Everywhere they went, however, lay leaders 
gave them a run for their money. Men like Nathaniel Peck, Stephen Glascow and 
Christian Fleetwood gathered many followers as they led classes, Sunday schools and 
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choirs, and their leadership shaped the character of the churches they served. T. G. 
Steward, Bethel, Baltimore’s pastor from 1888 to 1890, spoke of a man named Isaac 
Myers who was Bethel’s Sunday school superintendent and secretary for the trustees. 
“By trade he was a caulker,” wrote Steward, but because of his efficiency, organizational 
skills and business mindedness, “Bethel church in the eighties was very much what Isaac 
Myers determined it to be.”9 When dynamic leaders held differing conceptions of what 
religious life is about, there were sure to be disputes. Leaders wanted their church to 
grow and prosper, but questions of who would take it there and which road would lead to 
success were the questions. When sparring figures could not resolve their issues 
independently, it came down to either the ecclesiastical hierarchy or the congregation to 
decide between parties. 
 Black churches in border cities developed into important public spheres for 
African Americans, formerly free and newly freed, in the post-emancipation era. By 
nurturing an atmosphere of exchange, giving structure to conflict, providing space to 
talented and dynamic leaders and housing artistic expressions of powerful emotions they 
became the prevailing black social reform institute of their time. That is to say, they 
functioned as the social space African Americans needed to deal with transition and 
racism. Black churches offered what white society did not—education, acceptance of 
                                                
9 T.G. Steward, Fifty Years in the Gospel Ministry from 1864 to 1914. Twenty-seven Years in the 
Pastorate; Sixteen Years’ Active Service as Chaplain in the U.S. Army; Seven Years Professor in 
Wilberforce University; Two Trips to Europe; A Trip to Mexico (Philadelphia: A. M. E.  Book Concern, 
1921), 258-259, Documenting the American South. University Library, The University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill, 2001, http://docsouth.unc.edu/church/steward/steward.html (accessed January 20, 2009). 
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black culture and the word that God delivered them and had a divine purpose for their 
lives.  
 Understanding that the post-emancipation urban Black Church was vital to the 
wellbeing, collective formation, and dignity of nineteenth-century African Americans is 
crucial to grasping the narrative of black experience in America. However, were it not for 
the work of religious music within these communities of faith, it is doubtful the Church 
would have held the significance it did. Black people talked to one another through their 
religious music and in so doing, committed themselves deeply to a corporate identity. 
Mutually, they explored ideas and feelings about the world, oppression, and faith. In 
singing, they struggled, and in struggling they found a common voice.
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